


“In this volume, editors Carol Anderson and Thomas Cattoi have achieved something far more 
than a typical handbook, a watershed achievement that is a multifaceted, eclectic, yet well integrated 
collection of essays. They represent the rich and complex history, approaches, conversations, and social-
pastoral-educational engagements of Buddhists and Christians, including multiple religious identities 
and intersectionalities. This is a collection that, as a whole, provides an invaluable overview of Buddhist-
Christian studies as well as a feast of individual creativity, with each essay drawing the reader into a 
world of thought and experience.”

Mark Unno, President, Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies

“This handbook is the first place to go if you want an excellent introduction to the theoretical and 
practical work of Buddhist-Christian learning past and present. It includes essays by many of the leading 
Buddhist-Christian interreligious thinkers in the world today. The essays provide alternative methods 
and frameworks for Buddhist-Christian learning, fresh ways of seeing each tradition in light of the other, 
dialogical encounters in Asia, fruits of current Buddhist-Christians constructive reflection, and what 
Buddhists and Christian learn from each other as they work together in areas of social justice, ecology, 
pastoral counseling, and education.”

John Makransky, Associate Professor of Buddhism  
and Comparative Theology, Boston College

“In a world dominated by strident exceptionalism of one kind or another, the community committed 
to active dialogue is a much needed corrective. Both thorough and systematic, this volume presents 
a tradition of dialogue that deserves centrality in theological reflection for a world of increasing 
religious diversity. Equally for Buddhist thought, engagement with both the historical and current 
forms of theology is important for projects of adapting to the complexities of a global society. 
Going beyond simple comparisons toward deeper comprehension and appreciation of religious 
commitments differing from one’s own enriches being with others in the world we share.”

Richard K. Payne, Yehan Numata Professor of Japanese  
Buddhist Studies, Institute of Buddhist Studies, Berkeley

“The editors are to be commended for assembling a collection that manages to balance cohesion with 
innovation and provide a solid foundation while also opening up new avenues of exploration. This 
book will be required reading in Buddhist-Christian studies as well as providing a broader model for 
responsible and invigorating comparative work.”

Ann Gleig, University of Central Florida
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Buddhist-Christian dialogue has a long and complex history that stretches back to the first 
centuries of the common era. Comprising 42 international and disciplinarily diverse chapters, 
this volume begins by setting up a framework for examining the nature of Buddhist-Christian 
interreligious dialogue, discussing how research in this area has been conducted in the past and 
considering future theoretical directions. Subsequent chapters delve into:

• important episodes in the history of Buddhist-Christian dialogue;
• contemporary conversations such as monastic interreligious dialogue, multiple religious 

identity, and dual religious practice; and
• Buddhist-Christian cooperation in social justice, social engagement, pastoral care, and 

interreligious education settings.

The volume closes with a section devoted to comparative and constructive explorations of 
different speculative themes that range from the theological to the philosophical or experiential. 
This handbook explores how the study of Buddhist-Christian relations has been and ought to 
be done.

The Routledge Handbook of Buddhist-Christian Studies is essential reading for researchers 
and students interested in Buddhist-Christian studies, Asian religions, and interreligious 
relationships. It will be of interest to those in f ields such as anthropology, political science, 
theology, and history.

Carol S. Anderson is Professor of Religion at Kalamazoo College, U.S.A.
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The exchanges between the religious traditions identified as Buddhism and Christianity have 
shared a long, rich, and complex history. As defined in this volume, each of these three terms—
Buddhism, Christianity, and dialogue—are deliberately and emphatically multivalent. Dialogue 
can refer to a specific set of methodological tools by which Buddhism and Christianity may 
be brought together to mutually enhance our understanding of all three terms. Dialogue can 
refer to the long and complex history shared by the followers of what has come to be identified 
as Buddhism and Christianity that stretches back to the first centuries of the common era. In 
his Stromata (I, 15), the Christian apologist Clement of Alexandria (150–215 ce) writes that 
“Among the Indians there are philosophers who follow the teachings of Boutta, whom they 
honor as a god because of the excellence of his sanctity.” A stele that dates to the year 781 tells 
that the Church of the East—commonly known as “Nestorian”—had been given some kind 
of official recognition in China during the reign of the Tang emperor Tai Tsung (626–49), 
following the arrival in China in the year 635 of a group of Syriac-speaking missionaries. Men-
tions of Buddhism surface here and there in the accounts of European travelers such as Marco 
Polo, who in his Milione gives the West perhaps the earliest account of the life of the Buddha: 
“if he had been a saint”—the Venetian traveler declared—“he would have been a great saint, 
as he led a good and pure life.” Even more intriguingly, the life of Siddhartha Gautama was the 
inspiration of the Legend of Barlaam and Josaphat, a fictional hagiographical work about the son 
of an Indian king who rejected wealth and power to pursue a life of asceticism and virtue. This 
story, which found its way into William Caxton’s 1483 English version of the Golden Legend, 
ensured that Josaphat and his master Barlaam would be listed as saints in Catholic and Orthodox 
calendars; it would take until the nineteenth century before the Buddhist origins of this story 
would become clear.

The first turning point in the history of Buddhist-Christian encounter came in the wake of 
the Council of Trent, during the Roman church’s great missionary expansion toward Asia. Jesu-
its such as Francis Xavier (1506–52) in Japan, Matteo Ricci (1552–1610) in China, or Alexander 
de Rhodes (1591–1660) in Vietnam encountered Buddhism during theory extensive mission-
ary travels. Rhodes, for instance, talks about the religious practices of the Vietnamese people 
in his Divers Voyages et missions du P. Alexandre de Rhodes en la Chine et autres royaumes de l’Orient 
(1653); later, the Relazione penned by the Italian Jesuit Ippolito Desideri (1684–1733) captured 
the first encounter between a Western Christian scholar and the mysterious world of Tibetan 
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Buddhism. Despite the work of these remarkable figures, however, until the mid-eighteenth 
century, the vast majority of educated Europeans was utterly ignorant of the basic teachings, 
and sometimes the very existence of, the Buddhist tradition. Indeed, it was only around 1740 
that the French Jesuit Jean-François Pons (1688–1752) coined the term Bauddhamatham—the 
teaching of the Buddha—to refer to the religious practices and teachings that travelers had come 
across in different regions of Asia and that—he had gradually come to realize—actually consti-
tuted different strands of the same tradition.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, many Sanskrit, Pāli, and Tibetan 
texts started to be translated into Western languages, resulting in a more speculative and even 
existential engagement of the Buddhist tradition on the part of European intellectual elites. The 
German universities led the way—in his World as Will and Representation, first published in 1818, 
Schopenhauer found echoes between Buddhism and his own philosophical understanding of 
the causes of suffering. Often, English versions would be published that were based on Ger-
man editions German editions. By the time the Pāli Text Society was established in London in 
1881—so as to oversee a more scholarly translation and systematic dissemination of the textual 
sources of Buddhism—quite a few Westerners had already turned to the dharma in their search 
for an alternative to the Christian tradition. European and British universities and eventually 
American ones saw the development of Buddhist studies under the umbrella of “Indology,” or 
under the broader context of departments devoted to Religionsgeschichte or Religionswissenschaft in 
the German tradition. The emergence of Buddhist studies was integral to the unfolding ques-
tion of world religions, and questions in Buddhist and Christian dialogue today reflect those 
nineteenth-century conversations.

In the meantime, despite the example of the missionaries and scholars noted earlier, Chris-
tian churches in the late nineteenth century through the middle of the twentieth century were 
largely uninterested or outright skeptical about a sustained intellectual dialogue with non-
Christian religious tradition. While awareness of non-Christian religions grew exponentially 
during this period, evidenced by the sharp interest in world religions displayed at such events 
as the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893, the unfolding of a formal dialogical movement between 
Buddhism and Christianity was slower to emerge. The Catholic Church’s attitude toward other 
religions, however, changed significantly in the wake of the Second Vatican Council (1962–5); 
almost six decades later, courses on other religious traditions or on interreligious dialogue are 
routinely taught in most Catholic institutions of higher education. Other Christian churches, 
with differences reflecting their specific history and context, are also increasingly open to inter-
religious conversation. To echo the words of Francis X. Clooney, SJ, a viable Christian sys-
tematic theology for the twenty-first century has no choice but to embrace a comparative or 
dialogical perspective.

On the Buddhist side, the decades following World War II also witnessed an increasing 
interest in a direct engagement with the Christian tradition. Initially, Buddhism was largely 
spread to Europe and North America by teachers from traditional Buddhist cultures, but 
in the context of an increasingly globalized world, one can see that Western Buddhism—
at least in North America and Western Europe—has gradually come into its own. In the 
United States, the Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies was founded in 1987 to formalize 
and continue the intellectual exchanges between Buddhist and Christian scholars and practi-
tioners that had begun at a number of conferences in the early 1980s, such as the “Cobb-Abe 
International Theological Encounter,” founded in 1984 at the University of Hawai’i by pro-
cess theologian John B. Cobb Jr. (1925–), and Kyoto-school philosopher Masao Abe (1915–
2006). Until 2004, the Cobb-Abe group continued to meet regularly to engage in sustained 
interreligious dialogue, addressing topics generated by the intellectual exchanges—and the 
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friendship—between the two founders. In a similar way, the Society of Buddhist-Christian 
Studies grew out of conversations between D.T. Suzuki (1870–1966) and Thomas Merton 
(1915–68). The Society started to publish its journal Buddhist-Christian Studies in 1980, and 
throughout the 1980s, it organized a series of conferences at different American institutions, 
eventually choosing to establish an annual gathering that ran concurrently with the Ameri-
can Academy of Religion annual meetings. In Europe, a similar role has been played by the 
European Network of Buddhist-Christian Studies, whose biannual conferences continue to 
bring together scholars of Buddhism and Christianity from Europe and beyond. Very signifi-
cant has also been the role of the Japanese Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies, which was 
established in 1982, and the Monastic Interreligious Dialogue (DIM·MID), which has spon-
sored numerous exchanges between Buddhist and Christian practitioners, as well as four major 
encounters at Gethsemani monastery.

The diversity of participants in the conferences, organizations, and various societies dedi-
cated to Buddhist-Christian studies reflected the racial demographics of the founders. In Japan, 
there has been a long history of scholars and practitioners engaged in Buddhist-Christian dia-
logue; in the United States, this conversation has been carried out by a largely white and 
male cohort representing both Christianity and convert Buddhists. White women who were 
Buddhist converts were quickly established as full participants in the conferences of the 1980s 
and 1990s, but the voices of Buddhists of color have been incorporated into the organizations 
during the past two decades. The wealth of insights gleaned from Black Christians and Black 
Buddhists has reshaped many of the contemporary conversations in the Society for Buddhist-
Christian Studies.

Two decades into the twenty-first century, it is clear that Buddhism is no longer a “foreign” 
religion, but as David McMahan has shown in The Making of Buddhist Modernism, it is some-
thing that Western culture has thoroughly internalized and is gradually reshaping in answer to 
its own spiritual needs. The concept of singular religious identities is gradually being eroded 
under the influence of global ideas of neoliberal spirituality. Thus, while an increasing number 
of Christians find comfort in Buddhist meditative practices, many Buddhist practitioners are 
actually rediscovering the Christian spiritual traditions, which earlier generations of Western 
Buddhists had dismissed as obsolete cultural baggage. In addition, dialogue between Buddhists 
and Christians is increasingly driven by the voices of women, people of color, and sexual 
minorities—individuals who, even in a recent past, would not have had access to a conversation 
largely dominated by white and male Euro-American academics. Intersectional perspectives are 
ever more present at academic conferences and in the literature; Engaged Buddhists and Chris-
tians devoted to social justice share analogous liberationist and environmentalist perspectives that 
come to color interreligious dialogue and help foster their shared goals.

As we move into the third decade of the twenty-first century, it is high time to pause and 
reflect on the status of Buddhist-Christian dialogue, its current status, and the challenges it 
faces. The exponential growth in the availability of Buddhist texts in translation has ensured 
that Western understanding of Buddhism is far deeper than it was even in the 1950s and 1960s; 
Buddhist and Christian leaders meet with a regularity that would have been unthinkable a few 
decades ago; and beyond the boundaries of academe, Buddhist-Christian dialogue can offer a 
locus of resistance—and hope—to a post-pandemic world where economic and environmental 
instability are leading to an effective globalization of insecurity. The combination of seculariza-
tion, religious extremism, and free-market fundamentalism contribute to the marginalization of 
interreligious discourse from the academy, where the future of disciplines such as theology or 
religious studies is by no means certain. Finally—and no less crucially—Euro-American schol-
ars may also want to ask whether Buddhist-Christian dialogue is bound to remain a primarily 
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Western enterprise, spearheaded largely by Christians with an interest in Buddhism or by West-
ern Buddhists with a lingering interest in Christianity.

The present volume hopes to capture the “state of the discipline” in the field of Buddhist-
Christian dialogue, bringing together contributions by leading scholars and practitioners of 
Buddhist-Christian dialogue from across the world. Many authors belong to particular Christian 
churches or Buddhist lineages; most of them have been sustained and nourished—both intellec-
tually and spiritually—by their encounter with the other tradition; some may even claim a dual 
religious belonging. Many contributors work in universities or institutions of higher education; 
others are practitioners or independent scholars. Because of the geographical location of our 
authors, many essays will focus on Buddhist-Christian relations in the West, but a number of 
chapters attend to the encounter of these traditions in Japan, in traditional Buddhist countries, 
and in other parts of the world. Many contributions adopt a theological/speculative perspective 
based primarily on texts; others will focus on non-textual forms of comparison, foreground the 
significance of individual scholars/practitioners, or chart the impact of interpersonal encounters 
between members of the two traditions. Some essays offer a review of the existing literature on 
Buddhist-Christian dialogue; and others explore methodological questions.

The handbook is divided into five sections:

1. Theory and Methods. This section will offer some introductory considerations on the 
nature of Buddhist-Christian dialogue, reflecting on how it has been conducted in the past 
and on future possible directions. Some essays critique past instances of dialogue, while 
others are more markedly theoretical and offer guidelines for future work.

2. Historical Encounters. This section maps important episodes in the history of Buddhist-
Christian dialogue, touching on the great missionary outreach of the early modern era and 
foregrounding the contributions of some major figures. This section will also address the 
encounter and the relationship between Buddhism and Eastern Christianity.

3. Contemporary Conversations. This section will focus on contemporary instances of 
Buddhist-Christian conversation, introducing the central role of monastic interreligious 
dialogue, the challenge of multiple religious identity, and the question of dual religious 
practice.

4. Social Engagement, Pastoral Care, and the Challenge of Interreligious Education. This sec-
tion will explore instances of contemporary Buddhist-Christian cooperation in the fields 
of social justice, pastoral work, and counseling/psychotherapy, while also addressing issues 
such as Buddhist-Christian environmental cooperation and the question of interreligious 
education. This section will also foreground intersectional perspectives on race, gender, 
and social justice.

5. Constructive Reflections. This section will present a number of comparative and construc-
tive explorations of different speculative themes—ranging from the strictly theological to 
the philosophical or experiential—in the broad context of Buddhist-Christian dialogue.

Like all academic projects that have seen the light since mid-2020, the genesis of this handbook 
has been heavily affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as by the ongoing atmosphere 
of political and cultural polarization characterizing the United States and many Western socie-
ties. The very real challenges that many scholars and practitioners have faced in the last two 
years have meant that a few authors whose contribution we were hoping to include had unfor-
tunately to withdraw; the fact that many of them were Black or Asian is a sobering reminder 
of the disproportionate impact that the pandemic has had on people of color who already 
have to deal with the ongoing reality of racism. We regret that their perspectives—which are 
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increasingly shaping the field—should have so little space in this collection, and we hope that a 
separate publication may bring them together at a later stage.

The editors would like to thank the staff at Routledge for their support and patience 
throughout this long process. A special word of thanks also goes to Fr. James L. Fredericks, Pro-
fessor Emeritus at Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles, for his help editing two papers 
dealing with Japanese Buddhism; and to Christina Atienza, OP, for her work on the index.
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Introduction

Scholars have approached the field of Buddhist-Christian studies from a wide variety of personal 
and professional vantage points, which influence the methods they choose. Many investigators 
have been committed to the practice of one or both traditions; from these perspectives, it may 
seem futile to try to understand Buddhist-Christian relations apart from engaged practice of a 
religious path. Other scholars, however, view personal religious commitments as obstacles to 
serious scholarship and strive for a type of alleged objectivity that challenges all religious claims. 
The relationship between the Buddhist and Christian traditions resembles a gestalt that can 
give rise to very different interpretations, depending on which aspects a scholar places in the 
foreground or background.

This chapter will begin by noting some of the methodological debates within religious stud-
ies and the contested disciplines of theology of religions and comparative theology. It will then 
turn to methodological issues in Buddhist-Christian studies relating to the dialogue of life, the 
dialogue of action, the dialogue of intellectual exchange with regard to scriptural interpretation 
and philosophical reflection, and finally the dialogue of spiritual experience.

Religion and Religious Studies

Many scholars, such as Hans Küng (1986), have framed Buddhist-Christian studies as a compari-
son of two religions viewed through the lens of what has been called the World Religions Para-
digm, which implies certain expectations about what a religion is and does; other scholars have 
strongly criticized this method for imposing a model of religion largely derived from European 
Christian perspectives that distorts other traditions (Mazusawa 2005). There is at the present time 
no agreement on the meaning of the term “religion” or whether it is useful for scholarship (Smith 
1982, 1998). Related to this debate is the query whether Buddhism should be viewed as a religion 
or not; the answer depends on how one defines religion, which aspect of the Buddhist tradition 
one focuses on, and what motives one brings to the question (Lincoln 2007: 166; Sharf 2019: 
176–177). As a sociologist of religion, Martin Riesebrodt (2010) proposes salvation as a promise 
common to all religions; but longtime participant in Buddhist-Christian dialogue S. Mark Heim 
(1995) points out how profoundly Buddhist and Christian understandings of salvation differ.

1
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While Buddhist-Christian studies has been understood in relation to the discipline sometimes 
called “comparative religion,” Hugh Nicholson (2018: 166) comments that most non-theological 
scholars of religious studies today are area specialists who do not engage in comparisons. In light 
of postmodern and postcolonial studies, many scholars in the field of religious studies are suspi-
cious of all comparisons (Eckel 1987: 55–61; Doniger 1998: 63–74). There is also a debate con-
cerning the range of responsibilities of scholars of religion; Russell T. McCutcheon (2001, 2003, 
2006) argues forcefully that public scholars of religion cannot serve as caretakers or leaders of the 
traditions they study but must abstain from religious practice and work from claims of authentic 
humanism; Robert Orsi (2004) in turn calls McCutcheon’s method “chilling.”

Hugh Nicholson (2016: 3) approaches Buddhist-Christian studies in light of the cognitive 
science of religion:

the underlying presupposition of the cognitive approach to the study of religion is 
that religion is the natural byproduct of ordinary cognitive processes. This thesis places 
CSR decidedly in what J. Samuel Preus calls the naturalistic – as opposed to the super-
naturalistic or transcendentalist – paradigm for the study of religion.

This methodological stance implies a clear rejection of the traditional claims of Christianity and 
of some forms of Buddhism.

Some scholars combine methods from religious studies and Christian theology, as Ulrich Luz 
and Axel Michaels (2006) do in their joint study, Encountering Jesus and Buddha. Paul Ingram 
(2008) pursues Buddhist-Christian studies as a religious practitioner in conversation with the 
natural sciences, including evolutionary biology and cognitive sciences. Andrew Newberg, 
Eugene D’Aquili, and Vince Rause (2008) use the biological research tools of brain science to 
measure the effects of different forms of meditation on the brains of Catholic Franciscan women 
religious in comparison with Tibetan practitioners who engage in long-term meditation.

Theology of Religions and Comparative Theology

Malcolm David Eckel (1987: 45–46) locates the options for comparing and contrasting Bud-
dhism and Christianity “on a spectrum ranging from a position of radical discontinuity to a 
position of identity. Between the two extremes are a variety of positions that presume some 
level of overlap or intersection of the two traditions.” The formulation of these judgments 
depends to a large degree on what aspect of each tradition is selected for comparison and how 
the investigator assesses and relates the similarities and differences; what is viewed as central in 
one tradition may not be central for the other; comparisons of what is allegedly essential in each 
tradition depend on the naming of an essence; postmodern scholars see all claims of essentialism 
as problematic (Park 2006).

Many scholars have framed Buddhist-Christian studies in light of a theology of religions 
that proposes a comprehensive interpretation and assessment of the world’s religious traditions. 
Alan Race (1983) proposed a threefold model of options that has been both influential and 
controversial, identifying theologies as exclusivist, inclusivist, or pluralist. Perry Schmidt-Leukel 
(2005: 19) expanded this model by adding a fourth option, atheism or naturalism, which denies 
any transcendent reality, and by identifying the common goal of religions as “salvific knowledge 
of ultimate/transcendent reality.”

Historically, many Buddhists and Christians have been exclusivist, denying any salvific effi-
cacy to other religious paths. Exclusivism has shaped a missionary methodology for Buddhist-
Christian studies, where the goal is the conversion of the other party to one’s own religion 
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(King 2010: 16–17). Robert Sharf (2019: 174–178) calls attention to the traditional proselytiz-
ing methods used by some Buddhists when they instructed Christians in Zen practice. Evangel-
ical theologians Keith Yandell and Harold Netland (2009: 212) emphasize the points of contrast, 
stressing the irreconcilable contrast between Christian faith in God and Buddhist perspectives. 
Amos Yong (2011: 104) notes they restrict their discussion to the conceptual level and suggests 
that attention to Buddhist practices would provide more insight into the meaning of Buddhist 
ideas and provide greater opportunities for dialogue.

Other scholars (Suzuki 1963: 259; for a survey, see Knitter 1985) approach Buddhist- Christian 
studies through models of inclusivism, viewing other traditions as mediating truth and salvation, 
albeit in less effective ways than the interpreter’s home tradition. Karl Rahner (1969: 390–398) 
famously claimed that Buddhists—and indeed, practitioners of all religious traditions and all per-
sons of good will—could be anonymous Christians, that is, receiving grace from the God of Jesus 
Christ without having the explicit name of being Christian or believing in God. When Keiji 
Nishitani turned this around and asked Rahner what he would say if he were called an anonymous 
Zen Buddhist, Rahner (1983: 219) responded that he would be honored, asserting that

to be a genuine Zen Buddhist is identical with being a genuine Christian, in the sense 
directly and properly intended by such statements. Of course in terms of objective 
social awareness it is indeed clear that the Buddhist is not a Christian and the Christian 
is not a Buddhist.

Nishitani agreed: “Then on this point we are entirely at one” (cited by Rahner 1983: 219). 
As a Theravada Buddhist, Havanpola Ratanasara (1998a: 16–17) affirms that, “with respect to 
the fundamental problem with which Buddhism is concerned, everyone already is a ‘Buddhist,’ 
whether he or she accepts that name or not. Every spiritual tradition has wisdom to share con-
cerning what we should do.” Kristin Kiblinger (2003, 2005) proposes an inclusivist Buddhist 
interpretation of other religions.

Rejecting both exclusivism and inclusivism for being triumphalist and unwarranted, John 
Hick (1980) proposed a pluralist theology, claiming that Christianity and Buddhism, like all 
the other major world religions, communicate the same ultimate Reality, which he first called 
“God,” in equally effective ways. In light of criticisms from Buddhists who do not believe in 
God, Hick renamed the ultimate more generically as “the Real,” maintaining that all religions 
communicate the Real in equally effective ways (Hick 2004). In his early work, Paul F. Knit-
ter (1985) used Race’s model to propose a pluralist theology of religions; later Knitter (2002) 
developed an alternative approach with four options: the replacement model (“Only One True 
Religion”), the fulfillment model (“The One Faith Fulfills the Many”), the mutuality model 
(“Many True Religions Called to Dialogue”), and the acceptance model (“Many True Reli-
gions: So Be It”). In the course of his explorations, Knitter (2009: 18) came to identify as both 
a Buddhist and a Christian and to view Buddhist Emptiness as a symbol for God.

In response to pluralist theologians who generally emphasize the harmony and complemen-
tarity of Buddhism and Christianity, Ninian Smart (1993: 3) stressed how different Buddhism 
is, especially in its Theravada form, from Christianity and other religious traditions: “Because 
it [Theravada Buddhism] does not postulate an ultimate Substance or Absolute, it queries the 
unifying theories of Advaita Vedanta, Aldous Huxley and John Hick. . .. It is, especially in its 
Theravadin form, a great exception.” Smart (1993: 8) notes the difficulty of communicating 
and the impossibility of proving one’s worldview to someone else: “Given that someone accepts 
your premises you may be able to ‘prove’ your worldview: but generally speaking the other 
person has to accept your worldview before he or she will be comfortable with your premises.”
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J. Abraham Vélez de Cea (2013) examines the Pali canon of Buddhism in light of Race’s 
categories, noting that most Buddhists have traditionally interpreted Shakyamuni Buddha as an 
exclusivist. He (2013: 5) criticizes the tripartite model of Race as not accounting for all the 
relevant options; he adds a fourth possibility, pluralistic inclusivism, which is open to finding 
a tradition’s most important value in other traditions but maintains nonnegotiable doctrinal 
constraints. Vélez de Cea (2013: 8) concludes that the teaching of Shakyamuni in the Pali texts 
regarding other religions should not be understood as either exclusivist or inclusivist but rather 
as pluralistic-inclusivist. He (2013: 15–20) rejects Hick’s notion of “the Real” and Schmidt-
Leukel’s description of salvific knowledge of ultimate/transcendent reality as not applying to 
Buddhism. Instead of positing “the Real,” Vélez de Cea (2013: 18) proposes the non-essentialist 
descriptor, “our tradition’s most important X,” as a phrase referring to the broad range of values 
prized by different traditions, such as “most important reality, goal, teaching, ideal, value, con-
cern, level of spiritual development, revelation, etc.”

Rita Gross (2014: 204–207) appreciates the refinements that Vélez de Cea brings to this 
discussion and endorses his analysis of the Pali canon, but she criticizes his method for imposing 
a modern Western typology on the statements of Shakyamuni Buddha. She (2017: 238) chal-
lenges the methodological assumptions behind the entire discussion in the theology of religions 
and poses two different questions: “Why does religious diversity seem to be a problem to us?” 
and “How do we flourish with religious diversity, given that it is inevitable?” For Gross (2017: 
243), it is impossible to determine the truth of religious claims, but we can evaluate their help-
fulness. Thus, she (2017: 247) sharply criticizes theologians of religion for focusing on truth 
claims rather than viewing teachings “as skillful means for relevant transformation.”

James L. Fredericks (1999) criticizes pluralist approaches for minimizing the differences 
between Christianity and Buddhism; he charges that all forms of theology of religions are 
premature, calls for a moratorium on further proposals, and urges more detailed work of inter-
religious dialogue and comparative theology as a necessary prelude to any broader theology 
of religion. In Fredericks’s proposal, comparative theologians remain rooted in their home 
tradition, study other traditions in detail, dialogue with representatives of another tradition, 
refrain from broad generalizations about the relative status of religions, and seek new ways of 
understanding both traditions (Cornille 2020). While this proposal has been influential, Cath-
erine Cornille (2001: 130–132) points out that any comparative theologian necessarily makes at 
least implicit assumptions about the religious status of the dialogue partner, which involves an 
implied theology of religions.

Hugh Nicholson (2018: 166) sees Fredericks’s method of dialoguing personally with repre-
sentatives of the other tradition as an important difference from religious studies; this method 
supports acceptance of the self-understanding of each tradition as being in continuity with Jesus 
or the Buddha. Nicholson (2018: 168) critiques Fredericks’s model of comparative theology 
for working “with representations of the compared traditions that presuppose the continuity of 
tradition.” Nicholson (2018: 167) notes that scholars in religious studies do not generally accept 
the presupposition of continuity but prefer to see later traditions as invented, somewhat like the 
“just-so” stories of Rudyard Kipling. Where Fredericks stresses commitment to one’s home 
tradition as distinguishing comparative theology from religious studies, Nicholson (2018: 168) 
suggests that the presupposition of continuity is the contrast that defines the distinction between 
these two methods even more strongly than commitment to one’s original tradition.

For scholars of religious studies, theologians of religions, and comparative theologians alike, 
there are important methodological choices to be made regarding which aspects of Buddhist-
Christian relations to focus on. In 1991, the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and 
the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples (Burrows 2009: 104) issued a joint statement, 
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Dialogue and Proclamation: Reflections and Orientations on Interreligious Dialogue and the Proclama-
tion of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, which identified four forms of dialogue: (1) the dialogue of life, 
where people live as neighbors sharing joys and sorrows; (2) the dialogue of action, involving 
collaboration “for the integral development and liberation of people”; (3) dialogue of theological 
exchange, which brings scholars into conversation concerning perspectives and values; and (4) 
the dialogue of religious and spiritual experience, in which partners, “rooted in their own reli-
gious traditions, share their spiritual riches, for instance with regard to prayer and contemplation, 
faith and ways of searching for God or the Absolute.” This model has been widely influential, and 
this article will use this fourfold model to chart the landscape of the Buddhist-Christian relations.

Dialogue of Life

In the dialogue of life, Buddhists and Christians come to know each other as neighbors and face 
the challenges of living together in various ways, sometimes learning and borrowing from each 
other and sometimes fighting with each other. Whether hostile or friendly, these relationships 
shape the horizon of Buddhist-Christian studies, setting a tone and an agenda for scholarship 
and all forms of dialogue.

The tools of historical scholarship have clarified ways in which Buddhist-Christian relations 
sometimes included significant appropriations. In China during the Tang Dynasty, Christians 
from the Church of the East presented Christian teachings by using Mahayana Buddhist and 
Daoist language and images, pioneering techniques of borrowing and appropriation, which 
have been variously praised or criticized (Tang 2004; Palmer et al. 2001; Riegert and Moore 
2003). Donald S. Lopez and Peggy McCracken (2014) use a historical methodology to explore 
how medieval Christians appropriated the narrative of Prince Siddhartha and retold his story as 
a Christian saint; as historians, they refrain from any normative judgment on the legitimacy and 
ethics of one tradition borrowing from another to benefit itself.

The methods of postcolonial historical scholarship examine how Christian imperial pow-
ers shaped Buddhist-Christian relations in colonial situations, often leaving bitter memories that 
endure into the present (Lai and von Brück 2001; Schmidt-Leukel 2017). Many scholars use the 
methods of the social sciences to study how Buddhists and Christians encounter each other and 
live together, usually in contexts that include followers of other religious paths (Schmidt-Leukel 
2017). Benoît Vermander, Liz Hingley, and Liang Zhang (2018) did extensive fieldwork in Shang-
hai on the sacred sites of the Buddhist, Catholic, Protestant, Muslim, and Daoist communities, 
learning much about how Buddhists and Christians interact with each other in a multireligious 
context. These scholars bring the method of the sociological tradition of Emile Durkheim into 
conversation with history, anthropology, ritual studies, and traditional Chinese perspectives.

Dialogue of Action

In the dialogue of action, Buddhists and Christians reflect on common societal, social, eco-
nomic, political, and ecological challenges and discern shared values and goals in order to col-
laborate in shaping a better world. One method in this dialogue is to acknowledge intellectual 
disagreements, bracket their relevance, and focus on practical issues of acting together for shared 
goals. Havanpola Ratanasara (1998b: 222) explains that

in the religious journey we have two ways of moving ahead. There is no need and it is 
not possible to bridge this gap. We respect you, and you respect us. Let us respect each 
other and get together and work for the peace of humankind.
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Socially Engaged Buddhists (S. King 2005, 2009) and Christian liberation theologians in 
Asia and elsewhere (Pieris 1988a, 1988b) dialogue regarding contemporary socioeconomic and 
political issues, finding shared concerns but also differences. The central method of Christian 
liberation theology interprets the Bible, the person of Jesus Christ, and all Christian teach-
ing from the perspective of a preferential option for the poor (Boff and Boff 1987). Buddhists 
have responded in varying ways. John Makransky (2019) welcomes this method and proposes 
that Buddhist and Christian liberation epistemologies should inform and correct each other, 
bringing together social analysis and contemplative practice. Thich Nhat Hanh (1999: 79, 80), 
however, rejects any preferential option and speaks on behalf of God’s will: “But I do not think 
God wants us to take sides, even with the poor. The rich also suffer, in many cases more than 
the poor! . . . When we take sides, we misunderstand the will of God.”

Acknowledging that many Buddhists question the preferential option for the poor, Karen 
Enriquez (2016) seeks to expand the horizon of awareness of the affluent in both traditions in 
light of this critique. She draws upon studies of intersectionality and feminism to relate poverty 
to other issues than class, and she recommends that Christians learn from Buddhist descriptions 
of the subtle forms of suffering. In some contexts, Buddhists and Christians have embraced vari-
ous forms of nationalism, militarism, ethnocentrism, and racial prejudice (Victoria 1997; Heisig 
and Maraldo 1994; Jewett and Lawrence 2004; Willis 2008, 2014). To address these challenges, 
scholars bring the methods of scholarship on racism, reconciliation, and nonviolent conflict 
transformation into conversation with traditional Buddhist and Christian values (Ariyaratne 
1990). Jan Willis (2014: 104) reflects on racism in the United States of America in light of her 
experience as a Black Baptist-Buddhist; to shape neighborly relations, she maintains the contin-
uing relevance of Martin Luther King Jr.’s evocation of The Beloved Community as “a realistic 
achievable goal that could be attained by a critical mass of people committed to and trained in 
the philosophy and methods of nonviolence.” African American Buddhists bring the insights of 
racial studies into dialogue with Christians to resist racist structures and practices (Yetunde and 
Giles 2020). As a Black Buddhist, Pamela Ayo Yetunde (2020) draws on Buddhist and Christian 
sources to address the needs of spiritual care for transgender persons in hospitals, bringing legal 
scholarship into dialogue with womanist scholarship and transgender analysis.

Drawn together by their opposition to the war in Vietnam in the 1960s, Daniel Berrigan 
and Thich Nhat Hanh (Nhat Hanh and Berrigan 2001) confer together on practices to oppose 
militarism and transform Buddhist-Christian relationships away from violence toward healing 
and harmony. Sallie B. King (2019) reflects on how American Buddhists can be in constructive 
dialogue with liberation theologians and Quakers with regard to the exercise of American mili-
tary and economic power and influence around the world. Jude Lal Fernando (2007) develops 
Buddhist-Christian peace studies by comparing Thich Nhat Hanh to Martin Luther King Jr., 
stressing the goal of reconciliation, nonviolence as a way of life, and the cultivation of both 
inner and outer peace. Criticizing the moral failures of Buddhists and Christians alike, Fernando 
(2013) uses political science, postcolonial studies, and studies of religious-ethnic nationalism to 
understand the postwar but not post-conflict situation in Sri Lanka. Nikkyo Niwano (1962), 
one of the founders of the Rissho Kosei-kai movement, interpreted the Lotus Sutra as strongly 
condemning Japanese imperialism and aggression and commending interreligious cooperation. 
Inspired by the teaching of Shakyamuni Buddha in the Lotus Sutra, Niwano applied the method 
of satyagraha as taught by Mahatma Gandhi to interreligious relations, championing a herme-
neutic of reconciliation and peacemaking.

Aloysius Pieris (1988a, 1988b) acknowledges the continuing effects of the history of hostil-
ity between the two traditions and seeks reconciliation through Buddhist-Christian studies in 
relation to the challenges of poverty and the mistreatment of women. Guided by the method of 
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Ignatius of Loyola as a contemplative in action, Pieris (1996: 183) interprets the Ignatian exercises 
“against a Buddhist background,” proposing a mutually complementary and corrective relation-
ship between the traditions. Ecological studies inform dialogue on care for the earth. Paul F. 
Knitter (1995) proposed eco-human justice as a criterion for interreligious collaboration. In the 
Third Gethsemani Encounter, Buddhist and Catholic monastics dialogued together about how 
to apply monastic virtues and practice to the ecological crisis (Mitchell and Skudlarek 2010).

Dialogue of Intellectual Exchange: Scriptural Interpretation

One important method of intellectual exchange is to study scriptures in light of Buddhist-
Christian dialogue. Most Buddhists and Christians have traditionally assumed a fundamental con-
tinuity between the scriptural accounts of Jesus or the Buddha and their later traditions. David 
Tracy (1990, 2010) stresses the to-and-fro movement and the game-like character of the act of 
interpreting both one’s own scriptures and also another religious tradition in dialogue. While 
hermeneutical methods are very influential for practitioners of both Buddhism and Christianity, 
we have already seen that Nicholson (2018: 166–167) rejects the assumption of continuity in tra-
dition. There are major historical debates concerning the origins and early development of both 
the Buddhist and Christian traditions, which lie beyond the scope of this chapter.

Some scholars use the methods of historical critical scholarship to develop Buddhist-Chris-
tian studies (Harris and O’Grady 2016). Lynn de Silva, a Methodist theologian and scholar 
of the Hebrew Bible in Sri Lanka, interpreted the Bible using historical critical methods and 
related it to the Pali Canon of Theravada Buddhism (Harris and Schmidt-Leukel 2021). De 
Silva (1964) proposed points of contact between the teaching of the Buddha on the charac-
teristics of life (impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, and no-self  ) and biblical perspectives on the 
transience of all creation and the insubstantiality of human life (Ps 90), as well as the toil, anxi-
ety, and vanity of life (Rom 8:18–25). Ulrich Luz and Michael Axels (2006) bring the tools 
of modern historical critical scholarship to a comparative discussion of Jesus and the Buddha 
as historical figures. Peter Feldmeier and I (2011) used a sapiential hermeneutic to propose a 
comparative reflection on the Dhammapada as a wisdom text in relation to the biblical wisdom 
tradition and its later trajectory in Christian spirituality.

Some leaders from both traditions have used a Buddhist hermeneutic to interpret the Chris-
tian scriptures and Jesus. J.K. Kadowaki (1980) grew up as a Buddhist in Japan, became a 
Catholic as a young man, entered the Society of Jesus, and was ordained a priest; while acutely 
aware of the great differences between the two traditions, he found that Zen koans opened up 
new perspectives and insights into challenging biblical texts. Masao Abe (1990a: 11, 1990b: 
13) developed the hermeneutic of the Kyoto School of Japanese Buddhism by interpreting the 
self-emptying of Christ (Phil 2:6–11) in light of a Mahayana Buddhist logic of negation: “The 
Son of God is not the Son of God (for he is essentially and fundamentally self-emptying); pre-
cisely because he is not the Son of God he is truly the Son of God.” The outcome for Abe was 
a Buddhist-inspired view of the God of Jesus Christ and a Christian-inspired view of Sunyata 
as dynamic. Abe insisted on an existential hermeneutic, warning Christians that no one can 
understand Zen without confronting the contradictions of one’s own life. In his paradoxical 
reframing of Christian images, Abe hoped to carry on the Zen tradition of prodding students 
into impossible situations, trusting that new birth could emerge. Abe sought a positionless posi-
tion that could resolve the challenges of contemporary life; Stephen Rowe (1998: 358) points 
out that Abe nonetheless has a position, namely, that Buddhism has a solution for the crisis 
of nihilism in a manner that other religious traditions do not. Christopher Ives (1998: 351), a 
leading North American Buddhist scholar, notes that Abe’s method of presenting Buddhism 
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to Christians was very abstract and idiosyncratic, “largely ahistorical and at times idealized. His 
portrayal of ‘Zen’ fails to encompass many of the beliefs, rituals, and institutions experienced by 
the majority of Zen Buddhists in Japan.”

Michael Fonner (1993) proposes a Theravadin Christology, looking both at the New Tes-
tament portrait of Jesus and also at the later tradition’s faith in him in light of the multiple 
meanings of dukkha. Fonner seeks to articulate a Christian understanding of sin and salvation 
in light of Theravadin perspectives. Thich Nhat Hanh (1995, 1999) interprets Christian faith 
and practice from a Mahayana perspective, presenting the Eucharist as a form of mindfulness 
without ever reflecting upon the otherness of the God of Jesus Christ.

John P. Keenan (Keenan 1989, 1995, 2005, 2015; Keenan and Keenan 2011) uses a herme-
neutic shaped by the Yogacara school of Mahayana Buddhism to reframe the Christian scrip-
tures and mystical tradition as teaching emptiness and dependent co-arising; in his reading, Jesus 
presents an empty eschatology (1995) and the Apostle Paul appears as a bodhisattva (2015: 94) 
who overcomes the division between sam․ sāra and nirvān․a (2015: 104). Keenan (2015: 167) 
interprets Christ’s self-emptying (Phil 2: 7) in Buddhist terms: “Being empty of self, how could 
we possibly pretend to know what a divine identity might be?” Joseph S. O’Leary (1997: 116) 
appreciates Keenan’s effort but cautions, “But affinities must not be taken for identities.” He 
(1997: 128) suggests, “Keenan’s supposition that Mark is an anonymous Buddhist may cause 
him to miss the full healing potential of Buddhism for Christian tradition.”

Dialogue of Intellectual Exchange: Philosophical Mediations

Some scholars use a philosophical method to mediate between Buddhist and Christian perspec-
tives. John Cobb (1982: 128) uses the metaphysics of Alfred North Whitehead to inform and 
shape his dialogue with Buddhists, comparing Whitehead’s Primordial Nature of God to the 
Primal Vow of Amida Buddha in the thought of Shinran and identifying Amida with Christ; 
Cobb suggests that Pure Land Buddhists and Christians can learn from each other more about 
their own tradition. Paul Ingram (2008) uses Whitehead’s philosophy to facilitate a conversation 
of both Buddhists and Christians with contemporary science. Joseph Bracken (1995) creatively 
adapts Whitehead’s philosophy in dialogue with Thomas Aquinas, viewing the Infinite as activity 
and Being as Becoming; he explores Buddhism, Christianity, and many other traditions, search-
ing always for analogous signs of the Infinite as the dynamic activity of converting potentiality 
into act. Bracken (1991: 164) suggests that what Buddhists describe as Absolute Emptiness could 
be identified with “the underlying nature of the triune God.” He reinterprets Buddhism and 
other traditions in light of his cosmology, harmonizing Buddhist and Christian perspectives.

Robert Magliola (1997, 2014), concerned to acknowledge and do justice to the doctrinal 
differences between Catholics and Buddhists, pioneers an experiment of thinking together the 
Madhyamika tradition of Mahayana Buddhism, the deconstructions of Jacques Derrida, and the 
Catholic tradition of Trinitarian and mystical theology. Magliola (2014: 11) proposes that Der-
rida’s philosophical reflections can help Buddhists and Catholics see both how different they are 
and also how they can learn and receive from each other.

Dialogue of Spiritual Experience

Many Buddhist and Christian practitioners have dialogued on their respective methods of 
prayer, contemplation, and meditation (Merton 1973; Walker 1987; Mitchell and Wiseman 
1998; Gross and Muck 2003). Thomas Merton (1968: 59–66) was a pioneer in this area, strongly 
influenced by D.T. Suzuki’s presentation of Zen; but Roger Corless (2007) and John P. Keenan 
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(2007) have strongly criticized both Suzuki’s method of interpretation and Merton’s reliance on 
it; Judith Simmer-Brown (2007) emphasizes how open Merton was to learning and how he was 
moving beyond Suzuki as his explorations continued.

Some Carmelites (Meadow, Culligan, and Chowning 2007), guided by the teachings of John 
of the Cross, have entered into Theravada insight meditation and reflected on the outcomes, while 
other Christians (Enomiya-Lassalle 1988; Habito 2013), formed by the tradition of Ignatius of 
Loyola, have practiced Zen. Practitioners generally praise the results, but critics like Robert Sharf 
(2019) and Phra Khantipalo (1996) cast doubt on the integrity of the method of Buddhists teach-
ing Christians to practice Buddhist meditation. The emerging discipline of contemplative studies 
(Simmer-Brown and Grace 2011) offers scholarly resources for considering these relationships.

Conclusion

While the methodological debates concerning religious studies, theology of religions, and com-
parative theology show no signs of abating or of being resolved, concern for the earth and the 
community of life on this planet has moved increasingly to the forefront of Buddhist-Christian 
studies. In light of the prospect of planetary catastrophe, all the methods of Buddhist-Christian 
studies face new challenges and find new applications. The dialogue of life broadens to include 
the traditional Buddhist and Franciscan concern for all forms of life; the dialogue of action chal-
lenges Buddhists and Christians to respond collaboratively and compassionately to relieve and 
prevent suffering. Scholars face the pressing challenge of using the intellectual resources of both 
traditions, including scriptural interpretation and philosophical reflection, to understand and 
heal our ecological dilemma. The dialogue of spiritual experience summons all practitioners to 
practice traditional virtues on new paths of ecological conversion.
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Fractal Patterns in Religious Diversity

Much in Buddhist-Christian dialogue depends on who is leading what kind of dialogue with 
whom (Schmidt-Leukel 2011). There are very different notions of, and interests in, dialogue. 
While some people pursue dialogue as diplomacy and a means to political ends, others regard it 
as a source of significant religious insight and still others as an opportunity to demonstrate the 
alleged superiority of their own faith (Schmidt-Leukel 2017a: 161–164). However, not just dif-
fering concepts of dialogue but also different forms of the two religions themselves are involved. 
From inception, both traditions have been internally diverse and continue to undergo further 
diversification and transformation, and since the modern era, their interaction has itself become 
a significant factor of such change. Moreover, not only different types of Buddhism and Chris-
tianity but also, and primarily so, very different Buddhists and Christians are found in dialogue. 
With W.C. Smith (1978: 233, fn. 120), one might even say that there are ultimately as many 
forms of Buddhism and Christianity as there are Buddhists and Christians. And with different 
individuals the differences of their sociopolitical contexts come into play. It is by no means 
irrelevant whether dialogue is between, say, a Christian and a Western convert to Buddhism in 
a contemporary Western society with a Christian majority or between a Buddhist and an Asian 
convert to Christianity in a contemporary South-Asian society with a Buddhist majority (Phan, 
Tan 2013; Schmidt-Leukel 2017c).

Increasing awareness of such complexities and, correspondingly, of the need to avoid mis-
leading generalizations have fostered a trend toward localized and narrowly circumscribed stud-
ies. Some representatives of comparative theology have demanded a restriction to “micrological” 
comparisons (e.g., Stosch 2014: 33–35). In disciplines such as social anthropology or religious 
studies, the focus on the particular has been accompanied by a general suspicion against any 
comparative methods or perspectives (Patton, Ray 2000; Schmidt-Leukel, Nehring 2016). Yet 
what advancement of insight and knowledge can be gained from the particular if it is not put 
in a broader and thereby comparative light? Comparison must certainly not lose sight of the 
particular. In relation to Buddhism and Christianity, we can no longer afford to neglect the mul-
tifaceted, heterogenous, internally diverse and constantly changing reality of religious traditions. 
A return to a broader comparative and even structuralist viewpoint—as suggested here—does 
not and must not imply a relapse into an artificial reification or essentialism. As I explained 
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elsewhere, one way to avoid this is to draw on fractal geometry (Schmidt-Leukel 2017b, 2019a, 
2019b). I am not sure if, or to what extent, the concept of fractals might also be helpful in get-
ting a better grasp of the social dynamics of Buddhist-Christian encounters and interactions. Yet 
it certainly elucidates much of the doctrinal, spiritual, psychological, and practical complexities 
of the encounter (for a broader treatment, see Schmidt-Leukel 2020, 2022).

Fractal geometry and mathematics emerged from the effort of doing justice to the specific, 
seemingly random structures and chaotic processes that are frequently found in organic and 
inorganic nature, such as clouds, lightnings, rock formations, coastlines, etc. It is designed to 
understand the peculiarity of the particular without sacrificing the goal of grasping it structur-
ally. When Benoît Mandelbrot (1924–2010) introduced the term “fractal,” he referred to pat-
terns, structures, or shapes that are “recursive” in as much as they display self-similarity across 
various scales. In nature, such self-similarity is often irregular yet still recognizable (Mandelbrot 
1983). A principal pattern reappears in its smaller components, such as in various trees, cau-
liflower, or fern leaves. This also holds true for a number of other natural phenomena where 
at first sight recursiveness is less visible. Fragmented contours of coastlines, for example, are 
composed of recurrent shapes such as bays, coves, fjords, tongues, etc. which reappear in a 
variety of versions once one zooms into ever smaller sections of the contour. The nice round 
bay, under closer inspection, turns out to be fractured too, and composed of small bays, coves, 
fjords, tongues, and so on.

Similarly, fractal patterns have been observed in relation to cultural differences. According to 
the intercultural philosopher Elmar Holenstein,

the same oppositions that are thought to be ascertainable between two cultures (inter-
culturally) can often be detected in the same kind and degree within one and the same 
culture (intraculturally), even within one and the same person (intrasubjectively) depend-
ing on age, surroundings, task or just on mood and humour.

(Holenstein 2003: 46)

In the phenomenology of religion, scholars have made analogous observations. By drawing on 
older typologies from Nathan Söderblom and Friedrich Heiler, Hans Küng, for example, dis-
tinguished three different religious “river-systems”: the prophetic religions, Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam, of Semitic origin; the mystical religions, Hinduism and Buddhism, of Indian origin; 
and the sapiential religions, Confucianism and Daoism, of Chinese origin. Yet despite charac-
teristic differences, Küng observes that prophetic religions also contain elements and features of 
mystical and sapiential religions; mystical religions contain elements and features of prophetic 
and sapiential religions, and sapiential religions contain elements of prophetic and mystical 
religions (Küng 1989: xv–xi). Following Holenstein, one could easily extend such observations 
to the intrasubjective level of individuals and argue that one and the same person may display 
features of a prophetic, mystical, and sapiential spirituality, either synchronically or diachroni-
cally in the course of one’s lifelong development.

My subsequent deliberations do not depend on the particulars of Küng’s or any other typol-
ogy. Küng only serves as an example of recognizing fractal patterns in religious diversity: the 
typological differences by which we distinguish different religions at the interreligious or macro 
level recur at the meso level of the intra-religious diversity within each of the major religious tradi-
tions, though often in different guise and emphasis, and again recur as features of an intrasubjec-
tive diversity discernable at the micro level of individual persons. This observation will not only 
change the ways we understand, describe, and compare religions. It will rather enable and even 
compel an inquiry into the origins and nature of the differences between and within religions. 
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To what extent are they indicative of irreconcilability or of complementarity? In what follows, 
I shall illustrate this by means of some standard opposites from the repertoire of comparisons 
between Buddhism and Christianity (for a detailed survey of early comparisons between Bud-
dhism and Christianity, see Schmidt-Leukel 1992: 36–141).

Being in the World: Detachment and Involvement

Somewhat simplifying one can say that in the past, Western scholars usually characterized the 
Buddhist view of life as pessimistic, escapist, and nihilistic, whereas the Christian view of life was 
taken as the exact opposite, that is, as optimistic, world-affirming, and aiming at eternal life. Such 
contrasting has not come to an end. Pope John Paul II repeated it in his 1994 book Crossing the 
Threshold of Hope, where he accused Buddhism of having “an almost exclusively negative soteriol-
ogy.” In Buddhism, “the world is bad,” so that liberation implies to cut all ties to the world: “The 
more we are liberated from these ties, the more we become indifferent to what is in the world, 
and the more we are freed from suffering, from the evil that has its source in the world.” Nirvān. a 
is explained by the Pope as “perfect indifference with regard to the world.” In contrast, Christi-
anity inspires “a positive attitude toward creation” and helps in building up a civilization “which 
is marked by a positive approach to the world” (Sherwin, Kasimow 1999: 52–54). Similar contrasts 
are found in some current comparisons written by Christian authors who advocate a strong 
incompatibility of both traditions, while simultaneously presupposing the truth of Christianity 
(e.g., Siegmund 1983: 91–110; Valea 2008: 188–189; Clark 2018: 78–79). At times, Buddhists 
have presented analogous views but with an inverted polemical sting as, for example, in the case 
of Anagārika Dharmapāla (1864–1933) who described Christianity as a materialistic religion, 
attached to the world and directed toward dubious worldly benefits such as profit and power 
(Guruge 1965: 439–442). “It is gold and gunpowder that are the main supports of the Christian 
citadel in Asia” (Guruge 1965: 406). Yet Dharmapala was not unaware of different strands in 
Christianity, as found in the Sermon on the Mount. While he dismisses this as borrowed from 
Buddhism (Guruge 1965: 26), the remark shows his awareness of familiar elements in the for-
eign faith. Indeed, closer inspection of the two traditions easily reveals that both contain a broad 
spectrum of different spiritualities ranging from world renouncement to world engagement.

Buddhism arose as part of the various śraman. a movements in India around 500 bce. The 
śraman. as (“strivers”) rejected the traditional Indian life goals of artha (wealth/power) and kāma 
(sensual pleasure) in favor of their search for ultimate liberation (moks.a) from sam. sāra (the cycle 
of reincarnation). In early Buddhism, this goal was described as “plunging into nirvān. a” (Pāli: 
nibbānogadha), that is, entering the unconditioned (asam. skr.ta) and transcendent (lokottara) real-
ity of nirvān. a, which is free from all suffering and further rebirth and constitutes ultimate bliss 
(Schmidt-Leukel 2016). The renunciant character of the śraman. a movements presented a tre-
mendous challenge to Indian society, because their teachings

put the life of the ascetic renouncer at the heart of the Indian tradition and left it with 
the central problematic of how to reconcile the life of the householder with all its 
duties and obligations, with the ideal of the ascetic renouncer with no social or politi-
cal obligations, who alone had access to the ultimate truth.

(Krishna 1996: 51)

Much of the dynamics in Indian religious history can be understood as driven by the various 
attempts to solve this problem, that is, to find a creative synthesis between other-worldly ori-
ented detachment and this-worldly involvement.
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Some strands of Buddhism have always retained more radical forms of world renouncement 
such as the hermit’s life of forest monks: “As an elephant that has abandoned the herd . . ., one 
should live alone like a rhinoceros horn” (Sutta Nipāta 53; Bodhi 2017: 164). But although 
harsher austerities were admitted for limited training periods, the Buddhist monastic community 
as a whole followed comparatively mild ways of renunciation, only keeping some renunciant 
essentials such as chastity (the rejection of kāma) and individual poverty (the rejection of artha). 
The monastic san.gha entertained a relationship with the world, especially with the Buddhist 
laity, and cultivated the idea of reciprocal “giving” (dāna): the laity giving the monastics mate-
rial support and the order giving the laity the most precious gift of the dharma. But they did 
not leave the world. The Buddha himself, as depicted in the Buddha legend, became the role 
model. While Māra, his demonic antipode, tempted him to leave the world forever, the Bud-
dha decided, out of compassion, to stay in the world, spread his teaching and establish the order 
(Dhīga Nikāya 16:3:35; Majjhima Nikāya 26:21). With this feature of the Buddha legend, an 
intrinsic unity between liberating wisdom and compassion, between insightful detachment and com-
passionate involvement, had been established. The life of the Buddha became the prime example of 
how to live in the world without clinging to it (Schmidt-Leukel 2006: 19–29).

The further development of Buddhism illustrates how world renunciation became increas-
ingly spiritualized and reduced to mental detachment. The Pāli tipit.aka already knows of 
those who live in the midst of the world without being attached to it, whereas some renun-
ciants are actually still full of attachments (An.guttara Nikāya 4:138). This notion is taken fur-
ther in the Mahāyāna concept of the bodhisattva whose central task lies in combining mental 
detachment with compassionate involvement. According to influential scriptures such as the 
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa (Chapter 8), this implies their activity in all spheres of human life, even as 
courtesans or politicians. And the world is highly valued as that particular place in which the 
practice of the bodhisattva virtues is possible (Chapter 10). Such developments were supported 
by the teaching that from an ultimate perspective, there is no difference between sam. sāra and 
nirvān. a so that the ongoing activity of Buddhas and bodhisattvas in the realm of sam. sāra could 
be understood as the realization of a dynamic (apratis.t.hita = non-abiding) nirvān. a.

The roots of Christianity lie in Jewish apocalyptic movements. Like Jesus himself, early 
Christians were convinced that the world in its present form would come to its end within their 
generation (Matthew 24:34; First Thessalonians 4:13–18) and then be replaced by a “new heaven 
and a new world” that no longer knows of death and suffering (Revelation 21:3–4). Renuncia-
tion of the present world permeates Jesus’s teachings on discipleship (as in Matthew 19:21) but 
begins to be spiritualized in Paul’s instruction of having as if one had not and of dealing with 
the world as though one were not because “the present form of this world is passing away” (First 
Corinthians 7:29–31). Such form of detachment is also central in the Johannine writings and its 
maxim of being in the world without being of the world ( John 17).

With the non-arrival of the apocalyptic events, Christianity made itself increasingly com-
fortable in the world. Although this development was interrupted by the recurrent persecutions 
that parts of Christianity had to endure in the Roman empire, the process as a whole was not 
brought to a halt. When Christianity had finally become the religion of the empire, monasti-
cism arose as a severe reaction: the “desert fathers” continued the renunciant spirit and practice 
of early Christianity against a church that had become settled in the world and a participant in 
its power games (McGuckin 1985; Boisvert 1992). Although in Christianity monasticism has 
never reached as central a position as in Buddhism, it also never disappeared and even reemerged 
in some churches of the reformation that had initially abandoned it. However, over the cen-
turies, the focus shifted from the apocalyptic expectation of the coming kingdom of God to 
the notion of the church as the kingdom’s initial realization in the world and, especially since 
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modernity, sometimes to the political messianism of establishing the kingdom on earth in the 
form of ideal societies.

The fact that spiritualities of detachment and involvement are found in both traditions natu-
rally raises the question of whether these are to be seen as contradictory or complementary. 
In Buddhism and in Christianity, the latter has often been affirmed. If Paul says that “neither 
death nor life can separate us from the love of God” (Romans 8:38–39), he implies that the love 
of God liberates us from the bondage to the world so that we can relate to it with a love that 
“is not self-seeking” (First Corinthians 13:5). According to Buddhaghosa (fifth c. CE), loving 
kindness and compassion need to be accompanied by detached equanimity so that they do not 
degenerate into worldly greed. Through their love, the “great beings” (mahāsatta) give priority 
to the welfare of others and “through equanimity they expect no reward” (Visuddhimagga 9:124;  
Ñān. amoli 1999: 318). Here too, detachment and involvement are regarded as mutually qualify-
ing. Aloysius Pieris has thus claimed that “gnostic detachment,” that is, detachment informed 
by insight, and “agapeic involvement” are not only found in both traditions but are rooted in 
the nature of the human spirit: “deep within each one of us there is a Buddhist and Christian 
engaged in a profound encounter.” (Pieris 1988: 113). A fractal structure emerges over all three 
levels: the difference between Buddhism as a religion of insightful detachment and Christianity 
as a religion of loving involvement actually reappears within both traditions and is even present 
at the level of individual spirituality. “Letting go,” says Sallie B. King, “is a part of love, even 
attached (devoted) love.” And if this is what Buddhism and Christianity are about, “I need both,” 
she confesses (King 2003: 169–170).

Ultimate Reality: Impersonal and Personal

Another typical feature of early Buddhist-Christian comparisons had been that Buddhist alleged 
atheism was contrasted with Christian theism. However, more recent and more informed com-
parative studies acknowledge that early Buddhism affirms an unconditioned reality transcending 
sam. sāra, and Mahāyāna a reality transcending conventional or (literally) “worldly veiled reality” 
(loka sam. vr.ti satya), so that the contrast is better expressed as one between an impersonal and a 
personal concept of the ultimate (see, for example, Williams 2011: 161; Yandell, Netland 2009: 
183). This is somewhat similar to the longer tradition of comparisons that viewed Buddhism 
more as a form of mysticism than atheism (as in Rudolph Otto, Friedrich Heiler, Gustav Men-
sching, Jan Van Bragt, etc.) and is in line with how today many Christians engaged in dialogue 
with Buddhism relate to Buddhist notions of the ultimate (for an overview, see Brück, Lai 1997: 
349–478). Today, however, we also find secularized Buddhists who indeed reject any idea of an 
ultimate reality and reconstruct Buddhism as a form of naturalism. Such tendency to metaphysi-
cal reductionism is not unknown to contemporary Christianity either.

The term “impersonal” suffers from a conceptual unclarity. In relation to ultimate reality, it 
can signify first the cataphatic use of concepts or images that are not personal (such as being, 
force, harmony, law, truth, absolute, etc.) or second, the apophatic rejection of all concepts 
and images, whether personal or impersonal, in relation to the ineffable nature of the ultimate. 
Impersonal language in the apophatic sense is found in both Buddhism and Christianity. In both 
traditions we meet with the strong affirmation that in the end, negation is the most adequate 
way of talking about the ultimate. But we also find in both traditions personal and impersonal 
language in the cataphatic sense, that is, in the sense of applying concrete concepts or images 
borrowed from personal or nonpersonal realities. Regarding this cataphatic usage, it is prob-
ably fair to say that there is a dominance of personal imagery in Christianity and a dominance 
of impersonal imagery in non-Mahāyāna Buddhism (for a list of canonical and semi-canonical 
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images used for nirvān. a, see Collins 1998: 213–233), while in Mahāyāna Buddhism, the use 
of personal and impersonal imagery seems to be more balanced, or sometimes even showing 
a certain predominance of personal representations via supranatural Buddhas and bodhisattvas. 
A text as influential as the so-called Lotus Sūtra could even speak of the supranatural Buddha 
as “the father of the world” (Saddharmapun.d.arīka 15:21) very much like the Bhagavadgītā (9:17; 
11:43) composed roughly at the same time. In Christianity, apart from the dominant image of 
God as father (rarely as mother), we also find various impersonal metaphors such as God as a 
solid rock, a secure castle (not too dissimilar from the designation of nirvān. a as a secure land or 
city), or as light (and sometimes darkness). At the conceptual level, the most important imper-
sonal concept used for God is probably “being itself ” (ipsum esse) or “being as such” (esse tantum), 
which was preferred by Thomas Aquinas (1225–74) (cf. Summa Theologiae I, q.8, 1, ad 1). As 
recent sociological surveys demonstrate, at the level of ordinary believers in Buddhist Thailand, 
theistic forms of spirituality score higher than in a range of Christian countries (Bertelsmann 
Stiftung 2007: 233–236, 266).

So again, a fractal pattern emerges according to which the macro level difference between 
Buddhism and Christianity in terms of impersonal versus personal talk about the ultimate is 
actually also found at the meso level within both traditions and recurs at the micro level of 
individual faith. This too raises the question of whether what appears as a contrast is perhaps 
better understood as complementary—and that in both senses of the term “impersonal.” Such 
complementarity has been affirmed by Lynn A. de Silva (1919–82), a Sri Lankan pioneer in 
Buddhist-Christian dialogue (see Harris, Schmidt-Leukel 2021). He argued that impersonal 
and personal language reflect two different aspects of religious experience, which he called 
“ultimacy” and “intimacy”: “The personal . . . evokes a sense of intimacy and the impersonal 
evokes a sense of ultimacy” (De Silva 1982: 50). According to de Silva, “ultimacy” means the 
awareness of the indefinability of ultimate reality, whereas “intimacy” signifies the awareness of 
a deep nearness or indwelling (ibid. 49). Both aspects belong together: “ultimacy gives depth to 
intimacy and intimacy gives vitality to ultimacy” (ibid. 51), which explains why both traditions 
contain examples of both types of language. He even held “that Ultimacy [sic] and intimacy are 
coincidental aspects in the religious life of everyone” (ibid. 53). In that sense, the complemen-
tarity is understood as the legitimacy—and necessity—of cataphatic and apophatic language, so 
that the apophatic points toward the transcendence and the cataphatic toward the immanence 
of the ultimate. In addition, one can also see a complementarity at the cataphatic level itself. 
As John Hick (1989: 245, 1995: 26) insinuated: while ultimate reality is regarded as beyond 
human words and understanding in both traditions, impersonal and personal imagery may well 
be related to different religious practices or attitudes. The ultimate is validly experienced as a 
personal reality when we relate to it through prayer in the mode of a personal encounter and as 
an impersonal reality when we become aware of it through contemplative practice.

The Mediators: Awakening and Incarnation

A further standard distinction between Buddhism and Christianity at the macro level relates to 
different concepts of their key figures, Gautama being venerated as an awakened teacher, and 
Jesus as the incarnate savior. This contrast was fairly common among early comparisons and 
continues to be found in more recent publications (e.g. Smart 1993: 12f; Yandell, Netland 2009: 
203–211; Clark 2018: 12–17, 62). It also resonates with the perspectives of some Buddhists such 
as Walpola Rahula purporting that “the Buddha was the only teacher who did not claim to be 
other than a human being, pure and simple,” whereas others “were either God, or his incarna-
tions in different forms” (Rahula 1974: 1). This kind of contrast, however, is rather unbalanced 
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in as much as it views Jesus from the perspective of later theological developments that are 
neglected or downplayed in the case of Gautama. Yandell and Netland (2009: 203–211), being 
aware of this problem, nevertheless argue that the time gap is huge between the later Mahāyāna 
understanding of the Buddha and his early presentation as “merely . . . an extraordinary human 
being,” whereas in the case of Jesus, his identification with “Yahweh, God the creator, is actually 
found in the earliest evidence we have of Christian belief and practice” (ibid. 206–207). This 
position is highly contestable, because it ignores the early beginnings of incarnational thinking 
in Buddhism and projects its Christian beginnings in the Gospel of John back to the historical 
Jesus—a view that finds not much support, if any, in exegetical scholarship. A closer analysis 
reveals that both characterizations, teacher and incarnation, are present in both traditions and 
are actually interconnected.

Historical-critical exegesis of the New Testament has produced plenty of evidence that to all 
probability the historical Jesus did not view himself as God incarnate or as the incarnation of a 
Trinitarian God. The doctrine of the Trinity was not developed before the end of the second 
century and was not fully articulated conceptually before the late fourth century. In typical Jew-
ish manner, Jesus distinguished himself sharply from the one and only God (Mark 10:17–18). 
In the Gospels, Jesus is called a “teacher” (didáskalos) in 41 places and no other title is applied 
to him more often (Feulner 2016: 14). Mark 14:14 even suggests that this is how Jesus referred 
to himself. In the second century, the early church saw the salvific role of Jesus primarily in his 
function as the teacher of the truth. The light of the truth that he spreads dispels the darkness of 
ignorance, the cause of sin. Salvation was thus conceived as a process of growing in understand-
ing of the ultimate truth (Feulner 2016: 15; Kelly 1977: 163–170).

In Buddhism as well as in Christianity, the designation of Gautama and Jesus as teachers 
was accompanied by the affirmation that their teaching was of a special nature. In the canoni-
cal Buddhist scriptures, the Buddha is frequently designated as “teacher” (śāstr.) or better as the 
“great teacher” (mahācārya) or as the “king of the dharma” (dharma-rāja). According to early 
scholastic distinctions, a “Buddha” in the full sense of the term (samyaksambuddha) is to be dis-
tinguished from an ordinary enlightened arhat who follows the teachings of a Buddha. Only 
a Buddha in the full sense is able to proclaim the dharma in such a way that he establishes a  
san.gha, the salvific community. His teaching is not marked by philosophical inquiry; it is rather 
an authoritative proclamation of the truth to which a Buddha awakens in his enlightenment 
experience. Peter Masefield (1986) has rightly characterized the teaching of the Buddha as an 
act of revelation. Similarly, the Gospels emphasize that Jesus did not teach “as the scribes” but 
“as one having authority” (Mark 1:22). His authority is routed in the experience of the divine 
Spirit during his baptism, which all four Evangelists place at the beginning of Jesus’s public min-
istry. The belief that Jesus was led by the Spirit puts him in line with the Jewish prophets, which 
may even reflect Jesus’s own self-understanding (Sanders 1995: 238–239). What Jesus taught or 
proclaimed was not only the imminent reign of God but even more so the merciful nature of 
God’s reign. Jesus, in the way he submitted himself to God’s rule, was seen by his followers as 
the prime example of divine love. He not merely taught God’s word but embodied it through 
his whole life. In this sense, the prologue of the Gospel of John speaks of Jesus as someone in 
whom the logos, the word of God (God’s revelation) had “become flesh.” And this is the sense 
in which Jesus is called the Son of God (  John 1:14). In later centuries, these early motifs devel-
oped further in a number of more elaborate incarnation beliefs, which, however, were often at 
variance with each other in numerous respects.

According to the trikāya doctrine of later Mahāyāna, the human Buddha is seen as an 
incarnation of the supramundane Buddha, and both are regarded as manifestations in physi-
cal and spiritual form (rūpakāya) of the formless (arūpakāya) ultimate (dharmakāya). Already in 
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pre-Mahāyāna scriptures we find the concept of the Buddha as the embodiment of the dharma 
(Sam. yutta Nikāya 22:87). This idea is closely connected to the title tathāgata. Tathāgata means 
the “Thus Gone,” that is, the Buddha lived as he taught. His life reflects, embodies, or incar-
nates his teaching. The Buddha legend further underlines this by the motif that the life of every 
Buddha always follows the same pattern, and this narrative pattern is the Buddhist dharma in 
a nutshell. Moreover, the Buddha, like every enlightened person, is depicted as the “visible” 
nirvān. a (An.guttara Nikāya 3:55). Through the experience of nirvān. a in his awakening and the 
resulting perfection of wisdom and compassion, a Buddha is turned into a visible representa-
tion of the ungraspable ultimate reality—an idea that has unmistakable similarity to the belief 
in Jesus as the image of the invisible God (Colossians 1:15). One can see in the life and teach-
ing of the Buddha what the inconceivable ultimate means to us as much as one can see in the 
life and teaching of Jesus how the undepictable God relates to us. In both cases, incarnational 
language does not quote the self-understanding of these two figures but reflects the experi-
ence that they mediated to their followers. To quote Roger Haight: “Jesus and Buddha both 
open up the human imagination to the immanent experience of ultimate reality” (in Knitter, 
Haight 2015: 63).

Hence, we can observe an inner interconnectedness between the two confessional categories 
of “awakening” and “incarnation” mediated by the idea of authoritative proclamation or pro-
phetic revelation. It is actually a fractal pattern in as much as the notion of “awakening” implies 
the notion of “incarnation” and vice versa. Gautama, under the Bodhi-Tree, awakens to the ulti-
mate refuge from suffering, nirvān. a, and, out of compassion, proclaims and lives the way he has 
found, thereby embodying nirvān. a and dharma. Jesus, in his baptism in the waters of the Jordan 
and his subsequent retreat to the desert, awakens to the ultimate source of life, the Father, and 
experiences himself as commissioned by the Father to proclaim the good news of God’s com-
ing reign, to reflect and imitate the Father’s mercy through his own life, and thereby embodies 
the eternal word of God. Buddhist-Christian dual belongers testify that both “figures can be 
experienced as complementary, each making a distinctive contribution to one’s understanding 
of what it is to embody ultimate reality in one’s own life” (Drew 2011: 107).

The Path: Self-Help and Other-Help

A further contrast between Buddhism and Christianity is closely connected to the previ-
ous one between Gautama as awakened teacher and Jesus as divine incarnation, because this 
difference is supposed to involve a difference in their saving role: Gautama saving through 
what he taught, Jesus saving through what he did, thus making Buddhism a religion of self-
help (in following the Buddha’s teaching) and Christianity one of other-help (in faithfully 
accepting Christ’s redemptive work). In line with a broad strand of standard comparisons, 
Robert Magliola (2014: 36) has reasserted that “the irreducible difference between Buddhism 
and Catholic Christianity .  .  . is that Buddhism is ultimately a ‘self-help’ (or ‘self-power’ or 
‘self-effort’) religion and Catholic Christianity is ultimately an ‘other-help’ (or ‘other-power’) 
religion.” He admits that there are some features in Buddhism, especially in Pure Land Bud-
dhism, that seem to question the accuracy of such a clear-cut contrast. But he insists that even 
here, “practitioners must still ultimately liberate themselves. The Buddha’s other-power is to 
facilitate self-power” with the only “conspicuous exception” of Shinran’s version of Pure Land 
Buddhism (ibid. 45).

The exceptions, however, are stronger and much more widespread than Magliola insinu-
ates: on both sides! There is considerable emphasis on “self-help” in Christianity, especially in 
its Roman Catholic form, and significant emphasis on helping others, and even something like 
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grace, in Buddhism, especially, though not exclusively, in Mahāyāna. Once more, a fractal per-
spective leads us to a more adequate picture. The talk of “other-help” or “grace” is closely tied 
to a personal image of the ultimate. But even in the context of Buddhist impersonal imagery, 
we find already in the Pāli tipit.aka the unambiguous statement that without the existence of the 
unconditioned reality of nirvān. a, any liberation from the conditioned reality of sam. sāra would 
be impossible (Udāna 8:3; Itivuttaka 43). In the canonical Khuddaka-Pāt.ha (6:6), it is explicitly 
stated that those who attained nirvān. a have obtained it “for nothing” or “gratis” (laddhā mudhā). 
In the Abhidharmakośabhās.yam (commentary on verses 50–62), the unconditioned reality of 
nirvān. a is also called the “efficient cause” (kāran. ahetu) or “cognitive support” (ālambanapratyaya) 
for that kind of insight that overcomes the key defilements of greed, hatred, and delusion (for a 
Theravāda perspective, see Palihawadana 1978). Within an impersonal idiom, such affirmations 
of a radical dependence on the ultimate make a point that is quite similar to what is expressed 
in a personal idiom by the concept of “grace.”

Given the personalist nature of the concept of “grace” or “other-help,” the strongest Bud-
dhist analogies are found in those doctrinal contexts where Buddhism also refers to the ultimate 
through personal representations, that is, in the context of the Buddhist discourse about Buddhas 
and bodhisattvas. Yet Buddhas and bodhisattvas do not only help through their skillful teach-
ing. In some highly prominent Buddhist texts such as the Bodhicaryāvatāra or the Gan. d.avyūha 
Sūtra (being part of the influential Avatam. saka Sūtra), we find a bodhisattva ritual (pūjā) that was 
widespread in Mahāyāna Buddhism. This ritual involves the confession of one’s sins or trans-
gressions (pāpa) to the bodhisattvas, calling upon their compassion and asking them for help by 
appealing to their own good karma (Schmidt-Leukel 2019c: 139–180). In the Bodhicaryāvatāra 
(6:124), the bodhisattvas and Buddhas are even explicitly asked for their forbearance or “for-
giveness.” Because they have accepted the whole world as their own self, all harming of other 
beings is simultaneously a harming of the Buddhas and bodhisattvas (ibid. 295–303). Another 
example of reliance on other-help within Buddhism is certainly Pure Land Buddhism, which is 
widespread in the Chinese cultural realm and found a particularly radical interpretation in the 
Japanese medieval master Shinran (1173–1263). One must not underestimate how strongly Pure 
Land teachings, even in the case of Shinran, are anchored in Mahāyāna and early Buddhist core 
beliefs. Shinran sees the boundless compassion of Amida/Amitābha clearly as a manifestation of 
the formless ultimate, the final source of human liberation.

As far as Christianity is concerned, there is also no doubt that God is the final source of salva-
tion. Yet regarding the question of how salvation is appropriated, the theological pendulum has 
always swung between emphasizing divine grace or human effort. Already in Paul’s theology, 
other-help and self-help are paradoxically united when he writes: “work out your salvation 
with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill 
his good purpose” (Philippians 2:12–13). The Eastern Orthodox tradition, which was largely 
unaffected by Augustinianism, sought to preserve a balance between the human and the divine 
contribution to salvation. Both Buddhism and Christianity know of other-help and self-help 
in the process of liberation/salvation, and both traditions have developed sub-schools affirm-
ing more the one or the other end of the spectrum. The challenging question is therefore not 
which of the two is right but rather why both traditions know of both affirmations and whether 
that might point to their inner complementarity. One possible root of inquiry could pursue 
the dialectic interaction between human self-centeredness, the defiled or fallen nature, and the 
simultaneous liberating presence of the ultimate in human nature as original mind and Buddha-
nature, or as pneuma and inward Christ. I agree with John May (2014: 64–70, 136f  ) that the 
relation between grace and self-effort should be on the agenda of future Buddhist-Christian 
collaborative theology.
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Conclusion

Looking at Buddhism and Christianity through “fractal eyes” reveals that they are neither the 
same nor incommensurably different. They rather resemble each other precisely in their internal 
diversity and significant structural features of this diversity. Fractal geometry provides a perspec-
tive that does better justice to the complex realities of both traditions without surrendering the 
possibility of relating them comparatively. A fractal perspective makes such comparisons prom-
ising. Mandelbrot coined the term “fractal” by drawing on the Latin verb frangere meaning “to 
break,” as in “fragment,” which suggests the idea of a complementarity of the fragments. “Fractal 
models can stimulate the search for deeper principles in hard-to-read behaviors and help those 
of us locked into diachronic historical views to imagine more fully the synchronic patterns of 
wholes” (  Jackson 2004: 24)—a rewarding prospect for further Buddhist-Christian studies.
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This chapter aims to be programmatic, but by no means exhaustive. My topic is Buddhist-
Christian studies as an academic discipline: its presuppositions, procedures, and best practices. 
The basic claims I wish to make in this chapter are as follows. First, Buddhist-Christian stud-
ies, broadly construed, is a comparative project. Second, since it seeks to make comparisons, 
it should proceed by establishing critical correlations between Christian and Buddhist texts, 
practices, and symbols. Third, as a comparative project, Buddhist-Christian studies will have to 
be attentive to hermeneutics. In this regard, I will propose a dialogical hermeneutics based on 
the give-and-take of conversation. Fourth, Buddhist-Christian studies should not restrict itself 
to a purely descriptive discourse. It should make normative claims based on its comparisons. 
This raises the question of the connection of Buddhist-Christian studies to what Christians call 
“theology.” Analogues to Christian theology in Buddhism and the appropriateness of “Buddhist 
theology” will be discussed. Fifth, I will argue that those engaged in Buddhist-Christian studies 
should be attentive to the implications their findings have for the religious practices of Buddhists 
and Christians vis-à-vis one another and the world. This means that Buddhist-Christian studies 
will at times have ethical and, in some cases, political implications.

Buddhist-Christian Studies as a Comparative Enterprise

Buddhist-Christian studies is a comparative project moved forward by constructing critical cor-
relations between Christian and Buddhist teachings, symbols, and practices. In constructing such 
correlations, established understandings in one tradition become subject to revision by inter-
preting them in light of comparisons with elements of the other tradition. We should expect 
that the correlations will likely identify both similarity and difference. That there are similarities 
linking Buddhism and Christianity cannot be denied. Even a Christian theologian as skeptical 
of other religions as Karl Barth recognizes the similarities that Pure Land Buddhism shares with 
Christianity. He insists, however, that these similarities are superficial and of no soteriological 
importance (Barth 1961:342). The identification of similarities provides a basis for the construc-
tive project of revising our traditions. Very often, correlations will reveal differences, and in 
some cases, irreconcilable differences, distinguishing the two traditions. Take, for example, D.T. 
Suzuki’s famous reflections on the crucifix as a symbol separating Buddhism from Christianity 
(Suzuki 2002:113). Buddhists and Christians have significantly different interpretations of the 
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historicity of human finitude (what Christians call “eschatology”). Compare Jūrgen Moltmann’s 
Christian theology of hope with Jan Nattier’s account of the “Buddhist prophecy of decline” 
(Moltmann 1993; Nattier 1991). More often, our conversations will uncover neither untrou-
bled similarity nor sheer difference, but rather similarity-in-difference. Buddhists and Christians 
should be encouraged by the possibility that the recognition of similarity-in-difference may 
often prove to be more illuminating and transforming than clinging to the shallow waters of 
superficial similarity or insisting, as Barth does, on difference even before comparison.

Let me let offer some recent examples of the work of correlation. Joseph S. O’Leary has 
revised the Christian understanding of the Pascal Mystery by means of a meticulously close 
reading of the Virmalakirti Sutra (O’Leary 2018). Elizabeth J. Harris, Peter Feldmeier, André 
van der Braak, and J. Abraham Vélez de Cea have established well-crafted correlations linking 
Christian mystics, like Meister Eckhart, John of the Cross, and Ignatius Loyola, to Buddhist 
thinkers like Nagarjuna, Buddhagosa, Shantideva, and Dōgen, (Harris 2018; Feldmeier 2019; 
Braak 2011; Vélez de Cea 2006). Ruben L.F. Habito and Kadowaki Kakichi have interpreted 
Biblical texts from the perspective of their practice of Zen (Habito 2017; Kadowaki 2014). 
John P. Keenan has placed basic principles of classical Christology in dialogue with Mahayana 
teachings (Keenan 1989). In the future, we might ask how the Christian theology of the cross 
empowers Buddhists to think in new ways about Zen teachings regarding the Great Death. 
Reading “Case 41” of the Blue Cliff Record (“Joshu and the Great Death”) or texts on the life of 
Hakuin in light of a classic Christian text such as the Letter to the Romans or the writing of John 
of the Cross on the “dark night of the soul” might prove helpful in such an inquiry.

The roots of this appeal to correlation are to be found in Christian theology. Paul Til-
lich called for Christian theologians to construct critical correlations between the “Christian 
message” and the “contemporary situation” (Tillich 1967:64–66). The meaning of the Gospel 
must be discerned in light of its current cultural and social context and, correspondingly, the 
contemporary world needs to be understood, often prophetically, in light of the Gospel. Til-
lich thought in terms of questions arising out of the contemporary situation and answers being 
supplied by the Christian tradition. David Tracy has built on Tillich by proposing a “revisionist 
theology,” which entails mutually critical correlations between the tradition and the situation. 
The tradition provides a standpoint for interpreting the meaning of the situation and the situ-
ation provides a standpoint for discerning the meaning of the tradition (Tracy 1975:22–54).

Tillich proposed his “method of correlation” starting in the 1950s. Christian theology as a 
correlational enterprise, however, is hardly new. Take for example Christianity’s centuries-long 
assimilation of Hellenic culture, starting from the beginnings of the Christian movement and 
continuing into the Scholastic theology of the High Middle Ages (Pelikan 1975). Christian self-
understanding has also been shaped by an engagement with the critical reason espoused by the 
European Enlightenment (Pelikan 1980). In the process, Christianity’s assimilation of Hellenism 
and Europe’s modernity has been complex, to say the least, but also critical. This correlationist 
project continues today in Christianity’s engagement with the discourses of Marxism, feminism, 
postcolonialism, and, of course, non-Christian traditions such as Buddhism.

At first glance, these comments might suggest that Christians will be more at home with 
this procedure than Buddhists. In fact, this might not be the case. I do not believe what Tillich 
called the “method of correlation” is at all foreign to the long history of the dharma’s propaga-
tion in different parts of Asia and now, prominently, in Europe and North America. Examples of 
Buddhist correlationism are not hard to find. Early Buddhism shaped itself by engaging popular 
religious practices in India (Gombrich 2006:119–136). The establishment of the sangha as a cul-
tural force in China required a lengthy process of textual production in which a form of Bud-
dhism mediated by the alphabetic, grammatically baroque, and polysyllabic Sanskrit language 
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was laboriously translated into the ideographic, grammatically less granular, and monosyllabic 
language of the Chinese people. Starting as early as Dharmaraks.a’s initial translations of the 
Prajñāpāramitā literature (c. 280 ce), the Sinification of the dharma proceeded, in part, by 
correlating Indian Buddhist concepts with Daoist teachings. This practice continued with the 
translations of Kumārajīva and others (Lancaster 1979:215–229). The production of new texts 
in the Chinese language was only a part of a larger process of the dharma’s inculturation in 
China. Buddhism established itself on the Tibetan plateau by means of a complex engagement 
with the shamanism of the indigenous peoples. This process of correlating the received tradition 
from India with local circumstances produced Vajrayana Buddhism (Samuel 1993).

Thinking of Buddhist-Christian studies as a comparative and correlationist enterprise raises 
the question of its relationship with what Christians call “theology.” Christians, at least the 
majority of Christian theologians that employ the method of correlation, should have no dif-
ficulty recognizing Buddhist-Christian studies as a sub-discipline within their own theological 
project. Buddhist-Christian studies is an example of what is now called “comparative theology” 
(Cornille 2019). What are Buddhists to say about the “theological” character of Buddhist-
Christian studies? “Theology” is a practice that is deeply embedded in the history of the West. 
The notion of discourse (logos) about the God of the Bible (theos) is foreign to Buddhism. 
Should Buddhists think of their contributions to Buddhist-Christian studies as “theology”? 
Should Buddhists develop a “Buddhist theology”?

A number of Buddhist thinkers have reflected on this possibility. For example, some have 
expressed dissatisfaction with Buddhist studies as an academic discipline adequate to the needs 
of the sangha today (Cabezón 2000:25–52). Buddhist studies is a creation of the European 
Enlightenment and promotes its agenda. In theory, at least, it brackets normative questions of 
the dharma’s truth. Only as such is it allowed in the parts of the Western academy that censure 
theological discourse. Moreover, Buddhist studies takes the academic guild, not the sangha, as its 
primary public. The Buddhist sangha, however, has its own academic needs. Buddhists require 
a discourse that is normative, rooted within the tradition and of service to the sangha, academi-
cally rigorous and in conversation with other academic fields.

Other Buddhists, repeating the dissatisfaction with Buddhist studies, emphasize the need 
for a discipline that interprets the meaning of Buddhism from a standpoint within the tradition 
(unlike Buddhist studies) with the aim of revising the tradition so as to equip the sangha in its 
effort to respond to the contemporary world. In Japan, for example, Dennis Hirota observes 
that much of Jōdoshinshū teachings are couched in terms codified in the Tokugawa period 
(1600–1868) despite the fact that Japanese society has changed dramatically in the interim. 
Buddhists, therefore, have the need to revise the tradition in order to “elucidate its enduring 
transformative power and to overcome critical inadequacies in the established formulations” 
(Hirota 2000:1).

On the other hand, Richard Payne, speaking to a meeting of the International Association 
of Shin Buddhist Studies, argues against the suitability of the phrase “Buddhist theology.” In 
his view, a Buddhist theology would force the square peg of Buddhism into the round hole of 
Christian theology and its preexisting issues. It would impose Christian presuppositions about 
the primacy of doctrine over practice on Buddhists. A Buddhist theology would also continue 
the history of Western (Christian) colonialist hegemony over Buddhism. Regardless of how 
these reservations are to be evaluated, Payne affirms, at both the beginning and the end of his 
essay, “the validity of the project of examining the relevance of Buddhism to our contemporary 
world” and that this should be a “normative project” (Payne 2012–2013:67). Instead of “theol-
ogy,” Payne suggests the phrase “Buddhist praxis,” without developing substantially what this 
might mean.
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In response to this discussion among Buddhists, I  can make three statements. First, as a 
Christian theologian, I have no authority to determine the appropriateness of the phrase “Bud-
dhist theology.” Buddhists will have to come to their own consensus about this. Second, these 
Buddhist thinkers, Richard Payne included, recognize the need for a Buddhist discourse that 
is normative, constructive, and critical. That Buddhists today are looking for a discourse that 
is revisionist and correlationist as Tracy and Tillich conceive of Christian theology is consider-
ably less clear, but perhaps implicit in the reflections of at least some of these Buddhist thinkers 
(Gleig 2019; McMahan 2008).Third, I also think it safe to say that discourse that is normative, 
constructive, critical, revisionist, and correlationist is foreign to neither Christianity nor Bud-
dhism. In fact, such discourse has often been associated with periods of intellectual and com-
munal flourishing in both traditions. Thus, as a Christian who holds his Buddhist friends in 
great esteem, I am excited to think that Buddhist-Christian studies might serve as one way for 
Buddhists to develop—or more accurately, to retrieve—a discourse such as this from their tradi-
tion in service of their communities.

Looking to Hermeneutics

In constructing critical correlations, Buddhist-Christian studies will inevitably lead to a conflict 
of interpretations (Ricoeur 1965:20–36, 1974). This will be the case with most attempts to 
interpret both the tradition and the contemporary situation. This means that we should look to 
hermeneutics as a helpful practice.

As “traditions,” Buddhism and Christianity are ambiguous, polyvocal, and contested. 
Although both can boast of impressive scholasticisms, neither the dharma nor the Gospel can 
be said to be fully systematized or even fully amenable to successful systemization. On some 
questions, both traditions can be ambiguous to the point of self-contradiction. Subaltern voices 
from within each tradition are constantly being retrieved, while hegemonic voices are called 
into question. All attempts to systematize these traditions are, of their very nature, tentative. 
Moreover, all attempts to essentialize the various Buddhisms and Christianities do more to 
obscure than to reveal. Something similar must be said of our attempts to interpret the contem-
porary situation, as indicated by the convoluted discussions about the European Enlightenment 
and the “post-modern condition” (Ricoeur 1965:32, Lyotard 1979). Postcolonial thought and 
the critique of Orientalism have a peculiar importance for Buddhist-Christian studies given 
the role of European cultural hegemony and orientalism in the inception of Buddhist studies 
(Masuzawa 2005:121–146; Said 1978). Far from being dismayed, those engaged in Buddhist-
Christian studies should look on the ambiguity of both tradition and the ingrained pluralism 
of our contemporary situation as an opportunity to discern more of the meaning and truth of 
Buddhism and Christianity (Tracy 1978:3–21).

This constitutive ambiguity of both traditions also means that our work must be carried out 
in limited experiments in comparison. There is little value in considering “Buddhism in gen-
eral,” or even “Japanese Buddhism.” The teachings of the Pure Land lineages in Japan must be 
distinguished from Zen and Nichiren lineages. Theravada abhidharma discourse should not be 
conflated with the esotericisms of Tibet and the Shingon lineage in Japan. Christianity does not 
speak with one voice about grace, Christ, hope, or justice. Our comparisons must be attentive 
to the differences that distinguish Calvinist Christianity, for example, from Russian Orthodox 
Christianity. Limited experiments in comparison should become the norm for Buddhist-Chris-
tian Studies. A comparison of Hakuin on “the Great Death” and John of the Cross on “the 
Dark Night of the Soul” will be of more value than generic statements about Buddhism and 
Christianity in general.
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When confronted by the inevitable conflict of interpretations, we should look to hermeneu-
tics as a way of supporting our inquiry. Candidates for an adequate hermeneutics are manifold 
(Forster and Giesdal 2019). I propose a hermeneutics tutored by phenomenology as the most 
suited to a comparative project like Buddhist-Christian studies. As a practical matter, this means 
that we should begin by looking at the “classics” of Buddhism and Christianity. A classic can be 
a text (The Dhammapada, The Gospel According to John), a practice (pilgrimages like the Shikoku 
Henro or the Camino de Santiago) or a symbol broadly construed (Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, the 
Kudara Kannon in Hōryuji). A text, practice, or symbol achieves classic status by the fact that it 
asserts a continuing claim to attention within a tradition. Phenomenologically speaking, a classic 
shows itself as an excess of meaning that defies definitive interpretation. By resisting any final, 
satisfactory interpretation, classics are constantly intruding from the past into our present, inter-
rupting established understandings, and calling into question our presuppositions about them. 
Classics defeat our efforts to make them into artifacts located safely in the past that can be known 
objectively and without ambiguity (Tracy 1981:99–230). Starting with the religious classics of 
Buddhist and Christian traditions is also recommended because they also mark the point at which 
Buddhism and Christianity are most resistant to reification, essentialization, and reduction.

Proceeding dialogically by means of conversation is a useful way to construct critical correla-
tions about classics. This approach to interpretation can be found in both philosophical herme-
neutics and Jewish thought (Gadamer 1993; Buber 2002, 1970). Conversational approaches to 
interpretation can be found in Buddhist tradition as well (Thurman 1998). The give-and-take 
of conversation provides a mutuality that both serves the interreligious character of Buddhist-
Christian studies as well as the search for meaning in Buddhist and Christian classics. The dia-
logue partner has the power to call into question the adequacy of my self-understanding and 
praxis. But in addition, the partner also provides an opportunity to discover new meanings in 
the classic and to revise my understanding and praxis. In my experience, this revision takes place 
very gradually and in ways that are not always fully reflexive. Hopefully, but not necessarily, the 
struggle to find meaning will be transformative of both parties in the conservation.

Therefore, what constitutes good conversation should be of paramount interest to anyone 
engaged in Buddhist-Christian studies (Gadamer 1993:3362–3379). Good conversations are 
attentive to the power of the classic to disrupt the conversation, not to the defense of previously 
established formulas and practices. In Buddhist-Christian studies, therefore, the question of the 
meaning of classic texts, symbols, and practices must be “given its own head” in the hope of a 
realization of a truth that transcends or exceeds the initial views of the conversation partners in 
such a way that it cannot any longer be said to belong to either of them.

This begs a more fundamental question that cannot be addressed in sufficient detail in this 
chapter: what are the social, cultural, historical, and even psychological conditions necessary for 
the conversations Buddhist-Christian studies calls for? In the past, some Christian theologians 
have proposed that Christians modify their teachings, sometimes to the point of making the 
tradition unrecognizable, to be “ready” for dialogue with Buddhists. For example, Christians 
have been asked to abandon their traditional teachings about the historical uniqueness of Christ 
as universal redeemer. Without this a priori abandonment of this teaching, Christians will be 
incapable of dialogue (Hick-Knitter 2004). This does not seem to be the case. Are Buddhists 
required to revise their teachings to be “ready” for dialogue? If so, what are these teachings? 
Realistically, we should not presume that all Buddhists and Christians have the skills required 
for the kind of conversations I am proposing. More fundamentally, we should not presume that 
all will recognize Buddhist-Christian studies as a beneficial practice. Moreover, we should not 
presume that Buddhists and Christians who are skeptical about Buddhist-Christian studies, as 
I am proposing it here, are intolerant or fundamentalist in their outlook.
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Furthermore, this dialogical model of interpretation is not intended to imply that argu-
mentation has no place in these conversations. Buddhist-Christian studies should not exclude 
apologetics (Griffiths 1991). In a dialogical hermeneutics, however, argumentation takes its 
place alongside personal narratives, the recounting of traditional doctrinal formulae, historical 
narrative, and discourses on the meaning of religious symbols, as one rhetorical form among 
others that arise during the give-and-take of conversation (Tracy 2019:153–160). The goal, 
therefore, is not to win an argument but to let argumentation contribute to the mutual search 
for meaning. Here, Christians might think of the Socratic maieutike (midwife) as Buddhists 
think of the bodhisattva’s upaya (skillful means). The point to be taken is that there are resources 
in both traditions that support a mutually beneficial search for meaning by means of conversa-
tion that is agonistic without being either defensive or hegemonic.

Attending to Difference as Well as Similarity

Sometimes correlations will be a matter of similarity and sometimes of difference. More com-
monly, correlations will lead to a recognition of similarity-in-difference (analogy). In my 
experience, similarity-in-difference can disclose itself dialectically. An initial similarity, under 
investigation, leads to deeper differences which, in turn, disclose unforeseen similarities. This 
means that success in any conversation about a classic is not indicated, necessarily, by reaching 
consensus. Rather, success is measured by the degree to which the classic discloses itself to the 
conversation partners in the mutual recognition of a truth that requires them to revise their 
preexisting understanding and practices. This revision of understanding takes place even as we 
recognize that the classic resists any final determination of meaning.

Although similarity-in-difference is to be expected in many, perhaps most, comparisons, 
those engaged in Buddhist-Christian studies need to be prepared to recognize that our differ-
ences can be, at times, simply irreconcilable. Our conversations, in other words, can lead to 
bewilderment. Bewilderment is a difficult emotion, often covered over or denied outright. To 
be bewildered is to feel powerless or hapless. However troubling these irreconcilable differences 
might be, such differences should not be marginalized or covered over. They certainly should 
not be denied outright. Unfortunately, strategies for overcoming religious differences by impos-
ing similarity are manifold today. Bewilderment or the acknowledgment of irreducible differ-
ence are much to be preferred to the violence of confining what Emmanuel Levinas has called 
the “infinity” of the Other within the “totality” of the same (Levinas 1969).

I wish to highlight a peculiar quality of the bewilderment that can arise in the conversations 
of Buddhists and Christians. There is a bewilderment that is rooted in the historical finitude of 
the human person that demands our attention. Because of the contingency of human existence 
itself, our ability to recognize what is good and true exceeds our ability to embody goodness 
and truth in our lives. When this happens, our bewilderment can be said to be existential, not 
merely intellectual. Moreover, this peculiar form of bewilderment can also be endowed with 
a deep sense of regret, what Lee Yearly calls “spiritual regret” (Yearley 2010:448–449). Spir-
itual regret is a complex mixture of a genuine desire for what is good and true in the Other 
and the recognition of our inability to fulfill that desire by embodying it, concretely, in our 
lives. Perhaps what makes this regret “spiritual” is that it is endowed with a bewildering sense 
of compassion, esteem, and even, at its most noble, a yearning for solidarity with the Other. 
In effect, I am saying that the skillful recognition of difference, even irreconcilable difference, 
can be part of the religious practice of bridgebuilding that goes to the heart of the project of 
Buddhist-Christian studies. This is especially the case if we happen to share this bewilderment 
and “spiritual regret” with our conversation partner.
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Interreligious friendships, therefore, can be held up as a useful way of embodying our bewil-
derment and regret over irreconcilable difference (Fredericks 1998). Friendships that reach 
across religious boundaries should be seen as a kind of religious practice that is useful for 
redeeming our bewilderment from despair by linking it with the reality of spiritual regret. 
These friendships, therefore, help us to resist our inclination to construct illusory certainties 
about similarity and the opposite impulse to distance ourselves from what is different. They 
require us to welcome the Other without placing the Other under the sovereignty of our 
own religious vision. Interreligious friendships are, as my Buddhist friends say, “good prac-
tice.” Those who are neophytes to the work of Buddhist-Christian studies might benefit by 
taking seriously the testimony of not a few of those who have engaged in this work for some 
time: many of our colleagues have claimed, in carefully qualified ways, that they feel a greater 
sense of communal solidarity with their interreligious friends than with some of their own co-
religionists. Existential bewilderment, spiritual regret, and interreligious friendships: these are 
important phenomena that merit our attention.

Avoiding Grand Theories of Religion

Recognizing the value of difference means that we would do well to avoid grand theories of 
religion-in-general in which Buddhism and Christianity appear as mere exempla. Fields such 
as religious studies, comparative religion, and philosophy of religion are dappled with various 
candidates for a metaphysical absolute constituting a totality within which all religions are con-
tained. In these theories, specific religions are presented as responses to or interpretations of an 
absolute that is meta-religious. Buddhism, we are told, is one attempt to name the unnameable. 
Christianity is another. In short order, the Christian Mystery of God and the Dharmakāya are 
juxtaposed as equivalents. The Christian Trinity and the dharma-body of the Tathāgata are, 
obviously, different. However, we are told that this difference is of no soteriological significance. 
Both provide the same “salvation.” The difference that distinguishes the two derives from the 
fact that both are only partially successful attempts to interpret whatever absolute it is that tran-
scends them both. These grand theories of religion-in-general presume that Buddhists, despite 
what they might say about themselves, seek “salvation” just like Christians do. Christians, on the 
other hand, are required to believe that what they call “salvation” is actually a version of what 
Buddhist mean by “awakening.” Moreover, these theories are often accompanied by arguments 
about the existence of a “religious experience” that is both ineffable and universal. Human 
beings, rooted in very different discourses and practices and interpreting the world with very 
different symbols, are alleged to share in a common “experience” reflecting a universal “faith” 
or “higher consciousness,” both of which transcend the actual doctrines, practices, and symbols 
of specific religions. There is a growing literature calling these “pluralist” strategies into question 
(Masuzawa 2005; Fredericks 1995; Heim 1995).

Adopting grand theories of religion-in-general is unhelpful to Buddhist-Christian studies in 
that it excuses us from taking religious differences seriously under the guise of being irenic or 
tolerant. If the Dharmakāya is but another version of what Christians are “really trying to say” 
when they speak of the “Lord God of Hosts,” then apparently Buddhists and Christians have 
very little to learn from one another. We know in advance of any actual conversations that our 
differences are merely superficial and that, ultimately, we are trying to say the same thing. A bet-
ter practice would be to engage in limited experiments of comparison based in conversations 
about specific Buddhist and Christian classics (Fredericks 1999).

Buddhists and Christians, of course, have their own interpretations of the meaning and status 
of other religious communities. In Christianity, this discourse is often called the “theology of 
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religions,” a sub-discipline within theology that has been much discussed since the middle of the 
last century (Knitter 2002). Most Roman Catholics and Mainline Protestants subscribe to some 
form of a theology that recognizes the possibility of Christian salvation for those who practice 
other religious paths. John Makransky, a lama in the Nyingma Tibetan lineage, argues analo-
gously that some of the basic truths of the dharma can be found implicitly in the religious prac-
tices of non-Buddhists. He then goes on to make what strikes me as a very sensible statement:

Again, what if Gautama Buddha is right, and the practices he taught and their sub-
sequent developments in Asia are uniquely effective to achieve their ends, and one 
of those ends, the attainment of fullest enlightenment, is the most complete form of 
liberation possible for human beings? We would not be doing the world a favor by 
agreeing to renounce the Buddha’s claims to superiority for what he realized. Indeed 
what Buddhists have uniquely to offer the world could be lost if they were to accept 
the pleasant-sounding invitation to join all religions in renouncing their claims to 
superiority of practice and goal.

(Makransky 2007)

Normative claims such as this are both intelligible and responsible. Here, my point is that these 
“theologies of religion” (for want of a more inclusive phrase) are not particularly productive in 
Buddhist-Christian studies. In these discussions, Buddhists are talking to Buddhists and Chris-
tians are talking to Christians. In Buddhist-Christian studies, limited experiments in comparing 
classic texts, practices, and symbols should be given pride of place not only over meta-religious 
assertions about religion-in-general, but also over theologies of religion that do not entail actual 
conversations with those who follow other religious paths.

The Political Dimension

Ayn Rand once observed, “If any civilization is to survive, it is the morality of altruism that 
men have to reject” (Rand 1984:61). Buddhists and Christians have a good deal to say about 
the “morality of altruism.” They have a good deal to say about the survival of civilization as 
well. Conversations about the morality of altruism and the flourishing of our communities 
should figure prominently in Buddhist-Christian studies. My final observation, therefore, has to 
do with the significance of our conversations for the local communities where Buddhists and 
Christians gather for conversations. My claim is that Buddhist-Christian studies should have an 
ethical and, indeed, a political dimension. The ultimate purpose of our conversations is not to 
arrive at consensus on doctrinal matters. Neither is the ultimate purpose even the revision of 
our religious self-understanding and practices, however valuable this goal is to both Buddhist 
and Christian practitioners. Instead, I propose that the ultimate purpose of Buddhist-Christian 
studies should be to promote social solidarity.

A prominent theme in the literature of globalization has to do with the impact of globaliza-
tion on the nation-state (Holten 2011). The development of transnational markets and com-
munication networks have led not only to an increase in our interconnectedness, but also to 
unprecedented levels of interdependence among formerly isolated parts of the world. This new 
interdependence effects the nation-state in two basic ways. First, it fosters the rise of a certain 
cultural homogeneity that transgresses the cultural boundaries of the nation-state. This homo-
geneity is welcomed by some and abhorred by others. The second way globalization affects the 
nation-state is less obvious but nonetheless significant. The economic and cultural disruption 
that accompanies globalization generates anxiety and encourages the rise of subnational identities 
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based on regional, ethnic, and, too often, religious affiliation (Croucher 2018; Castles and David-
son 2000; Jurgensmeyer 1993). This can be seen in areas as diverse as Hungary and Myanmar, 
India and the Russian Federation. Buddhist-Christian studies can be thought of as a religious 
praxis for responding to this anxiety. Herein lies the point of my claim that the ultimate purpose 
of our conversations is to promote new forms of social solidarity among religious communities.

Our interdependence is a brute fact, but a fact that brings with it a moral demand that con-
fronts us all. In Buddhist-Christian studies, we have an opportunity to begin to transform this 
brute fact into a benefit for our various societies and for the earth as well. To accomplish this 
goal, I invite Buddhists and Christians, once again, to think of their conversations in terms of 
a religious praxis. That Buddhists and Christians will enter into this praxis on their own terms 
will be all the more apparent in light of the political dimension of our work.

I propose that Christians and Buddhists reflect on how their exchanges might lead to col-
laboration in addressing suffering. Christian discourse about “social justice” and “the com-
mon good” needs to be correlated with Buddhist discourse about “loving kindness,” and “the 
Vow to benefit all sentient beings.” Resources for such conversations are abundant. We have 
already begun to correlate Christian theologies of liberation with Engaged Buddhism(s) (Lefe-
bure 1997:145–192; King 2016; Lew 2002). Lai Pan-chiu is constructing critical correlations 
linking Christian hope in the Kingdom of God with classic Chinese texts on the Pure Land 
(Lai 2006). I have compared Buddhist and Christian texts that address the relationship of the 
religious community (sangha and ecclesia) with political structures (Fredericks 2015). In addition, 
both traditions have developed a comprehensive social ethics deeply rooted in their differing 
religious discourses. Catholic Social Teachings, for example await comparison with the Dham-
mic Socialism of Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu (Buddhadāsa 1986; Swearer 2006).

Furthermore, constructing such correlations cannot take place only around a dialogue table. 
It should arise out of actual collaboration aimed at benefiting those who are suffering. I am 
aware that in turning to suffering as an issue, I am proposing a (lowest?) common denominator. 
Christians should not presume that their Buddhist friends will root their social praxis in notions 
of “justice” or “rights,” even though some Buddhists use these discourses. Neither should Bud-
dhists presume that “harmony” will be a satisfactory goal for Christian social ethics. However, 
we must enter the hermeneutic circle somewhere. Neither can we know in advance where 
such conversations based in actual collaboration will lead us. The correlation of the “common 
good” with “benefiting all sentient beings” will arise only after we go around the hermeneutic 
circle many times.

For many years, most of our conversations have been focused on academic and monas-
tic exchanges. The Cobb-Abe group is an example of the former (  Jones 2004; Rey 1987); 
the 1996 Gethsemani meeting would be a well-known example of the latter (Mitchell and 
Wiseman 1997). Exchanges such as these have been remarkably successful in fostering mutual 
understanding, respect, and even esteem. Now, I am proposing conversations that are aimed at 
promoting interreligious collaboration in addressing suffering in the local communities Bud-
dhists and Christians share. Looking to the future, I neither hope nor expect that efforts aimed 
at collaboration replace academic and monastic exchanges. Instead, my hope is that our col-
laborations might contribute to the reinvigoration of academic and monastic conversations. Too 
often, in academic exchanges, religious doctrine has been reduced to bloodless abstraction and 
technical detail bereft of its existential depth in connection to the actual religious practices of 
Buddhist and Christian communities. This has been much less of a problem in our monastic 
exchanges, where the question of religious practice has always been prominent.

Two qualifications are in order. First, perhaps more than other forms of Buddhist-Christian 
studies, conversations aimed at social collaboration must be attentive to local circumstances. 



James L. Fredericks

42

These conversations in places like Japan, Australia, and Myanmar will of necessity differ from 
one another if they are to succeed. Currently, in China, such collaboration seems only a distant 
possibility. Taiwan, in contrast, is a very different matter, thanks to the prominence of “human-
istic Buddhism” there. In Los Angeles, Tzu Chi, a Buddhist organization, and the Saint Vincent 
de Paul Society, a Roman Catholic organization, are working together to accompany home-
less people in a “dialogue of fraternity” (Ito and Fredericks 2017). Second, we should not be 
presumptuous about this aspect of Buddhist-Christian studies. Christians should not presume, 
for example, that Buddhists will subscribe to even the basic principles of Christian social ethics, 
which have been deeply shaped by Western natural law and virtue theory as well as Christian 
scriptures and doctrines. Take, for example, the skepticism expressed by some prominent Bud-
dhist thinkers regarding the appropriateness of embracing the notion of human rights as a way 
of practicing Buddhist ethics (Hongladarom 1998). As the literature of “engaged Buddhism” 
indicates, Buddhists will enter into collaboration with Christians based on a Buddhist praxis.

As I stated in my opening comments, this chapter aims to be programmatic, but by no means 
exhaustive. To avoid being presumptuous, I should close these reflections with a request for cri-
tique. This vision of our work together should be taken as no more than a limited experiment 
with the resources available to me, most importantly, my love of Buddhism and Christianity, my 
many friendships with Buddhists and Christians and the gratitude I owe to my teachers in both 
traditions. Much of what I have proposed has its origin in Western traditions of hermeneutics 
and Christian theology, despite my efforts to propose an agenda for moving forward that Bud-
dhists as well as Christians might find amenable to their religious commitments and practices. In 
this effort, I expect, my success has been limited. But herein lies the hope I have for Buddhist-
Christian studies. I will count my work a success if in some small way I have contributed to our 
conversations in the future.
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The Wages of Curiosity

It must have been around 1949. I was eight or nine years old, a pupil at St. Denis parochial 
school in Havertown, Pennsylvania, near Philadelphia. Just about everything was right with my 
world then. But I had questions. One day at school, I glanced up from my desk and focused 
on a poster hanging out in the corridor. It was a picture of a hand—Jesus’s hand, nailed to the 
wood of the cross. Printed under that picture were the words “He died for your sins.” I thought, 
“How could Jesus have died for my sins? He died a long time ago. Besides – I’m still just a 
kid.” Surely, I hadn’t yet committed most of the sins I would commit in my whole life. So in 
Catechism class, I raised my hand and asked the sister, “How could Jesus die for sins I didn’t 
even commit yet?” I had learned, of course, that we all share in Adam’s sin, but that was another 
puzzle: how come all of us are “fallen” just because some ancient ancestor committed a sin back 
then? What I really wanted to know right now, though, was how Jesus could have died for sins 
I hadn’t even committed yet?

The good sister said, “That’s a fine question, Johnny.” And she had an answer. She explained 
that Jesus, through his omniscience, was able to foresee the sins I would commit, and so he died 
for all the sins of my mostly future life. At first, that sort of made sense. But then I thought: 
“Wait. Does that mean I can just go ahead and commit sins from now on because Jesus already 
died for them?” I didn’t ask that one out loud, though. Somehow, I knew that Sister would 
not be pleased. In fact, I was pretty sure she’d get mad and tell me to sit down and be quiet. So 
I filtered out the question that I feared would invite anger and rejection and filed it away in 
my head with many other unasked and unanswered questions. As the years passed, I became 
curious about other things I was taught at St. Denis School, but I had learned to stop asking 
questions out loud. Still, they kept coming. I couldn’t stop them. I thought it might be different 
when I got to high school, but again I was disappointed; the entirely male faculty at my all-boys 
Catholic high school did not really welcome questions either. Even so, I kept wondering about 
things.

Finally, at age 15, I entered St. Charles Borromeo Seminary. Surely, I would find answers 
there. But even they didn’t always have the answers I wanted. One day, this issue came up in 
a religion class: “Is one really obligated to go to confession at least once a year?” Canon Law 
taught that one was constrained to confess and receive communion at least once every year. On 
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the other hand, Sacramental Theology made it very clear that one is obligated to confess only 
if one has committed a sin. My thoughtful Professor Dowling did see the contradiction there, 
so he wrote a letter to the Vatican Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith to request an 
authoritative determination. Some months later, the answer arrived: yes, one must confess at 
least once a year. And: yes, one is not obligated to confess absent the presence of sin. No further 
explanation. Yet another unanswered question.

By now, it was clear to me that I would forever have a box full of unanswered questions in 
my head—and that box was already full to the brim of questions best not pursued. Meanwhile, 
the conundrums persisted, nagging at the margins of my consciousness. Then, in the summers 
of 1965 and 1966, toward the end of my seminary training, I was sent with a few classmates 
to study Spanish language and culture in Ponce, Puerto Rico. Most of my energy there went 
into the intensive language program, but gradually—living in a new and fascinating culture and 
attending lectures about it—many issues began to come into focus. Little by little, I began to 
realize that different cultures not only have different languages and customs, but even different 
ways of conceiving time and space! This was just about the time that Vatican II was winding up 
and we young seminarians were rejoicing in the new vistas it had opened. We could hope that 
parish structures might be reimagined, and people would gather wherever they thought best, 
perhaps in some version of the “base communities” then celebrated by liberation theologians. 
Even some of the more traditional theologians, influenced by the teachings of Vatican Council, 
were becoming less insistent upon old catechetical answers.

During my second summer in Ponce, I was deeply affected by a lecture given by Ivan Illich, 
the former head of Universidad Católica where we were studying. A free-thinking priest and 
author of Deschooling Society and other critiques of social institutions, he had founded the Inter-
cultural Documentation Center in Cuernavaca, Mexico—both a language school and a kind of 
free university for intellectuals from all over the Americas. I managed to arrange a visit to that 
center on my way back to Philadelphia and was fortunate to sit in on discussions with noted 
Latin American and South American theologians, sociologists, and other renowned thinkers. 
While there I met Eric Fromm who, in answering some by-now-long-forgotten question of 
mine, gnomically recommended that I “attend to experience.” (At 25, with meager experience 
indeed, I was just beginning to appreciate how questions can be asked or avoided.) In so many 
ways, those two summers opened doors and invited more and more questions.

Yet when my classmates and I returned in the fall of 1966 to the Archdiocese of Philadelphia, 
newly ordained to serve as curates in parishes around the city, we discovered that the Vatican 
Council was having very little impact on the ground back home. Pastors of the parishes we 
worked in never seemed to “get” the message that was so obvious to us while we were in Puerto 
Rico. Eventually, the bright hopes that were sparked in us by the Vatican Council dimmed. 
Our superiors in the Archdiocese were firmly bound to the old parish structure–after all, it had 
served so well for the Catholic populations of Philadelphia for at least 200 years. But our eyes 
had been opened and our curiosity kindled—as to both cultural differences and theological 
certainties. Those tenacious certainties became more and more obvious to me, especially at the 
rectory dinner table. Whenever I—the upstart, “enlightened” young cleric—raised a question 
there about theology or church structure, it caused obvious dyspepsia in my dining companions. 
So for the sake of amicable relations with my betters, I  took my theological curiosity else-
where—reading books in my room or discussing the older priests’ hidebound certainties with 
equally dissatisfied seminary classmates.

Then a friend introduced me to the work of Japanese Zen Buddhist teacher D.T. Suzuki. As 
I read Suzuki, and then other works on Buddhist thought and teachings, I came to realize that 
the human problems Buddhists address are much the same as those faced by Christians—that 
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life is unsatisfactory, filled with suffering and difficulties and ending in death. Delving more and 
more deeply into books on Eastern religion and philosophy—the Laozi, the Zhuangzi, Fung 
Yu-lan’s History of Chinese Philosophy—I became increasingly aware of how prone we human 
beings are to filter out culturally alien insights. Indeed, why would anyone in Philadelphia think 
to seek harmony with the cosmic qi? As Westerners, were we not exemplars of progress in every 
human domain?

I very much appreciated what Suzuki wrote of Buddhist enlightenment, for it resonated with 
the Christian mystic traditions I had learned about in seminary. Eventually, though, I came to 
think that even Suzuki—widely admired though he was—had his own cultural filters; some of 
his statements about Western culture and religion were themselves but caricatures. I wondered 
whether he was perhaps not so very knowledgeable after all, although I did not in those days 
hear anyone critique his work or point out how idiosyncratic his Buddhism was. Curious to 
learn more about Buddhism, I signed up to attend some classes at Temple University on days 
when I was not on call at the rectory. There, in lectures by Professor Richard DeMartino, 
I heard a version of Zen teaching that was very much akin to Suzuki’s.

I was coming to see just how rich the world really is, and yet how so many of us are blinkered 
by our own cultural certainties. Meanwhile, I became more and more disenchanted with the 
life of a Roman Catholic cleric. Observing the older priests around me, I was not so certain 
that I wanted to spend the remainder of my life in that narrow guild. Finally, I decided to leave 
the priesthood, and in hopes of somehow changing the world around me for the better, I took 
a job with the Poverty Program of the Lehigh Valley. That federal program envisioned alliances 
among corporate leaders, residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods, and professionals—people 
like myself hired to run the program. The professionals and the people they hoped to serve were 
indeed committed to the idea, but without strong support from business and corporate leaders, 
it was doomed to failure from the start. Focused as they were on their own economic success, 
they had little time for, and even less interest in, changing the face of poverty in the United 
States. Even as Deputy Director of the Lehigh Valley OEO program, I  never succeeded in 
getting an appointment with managers at Bethlehem Steel, the largest employer in the Lehigh 
Valley and a company that, to my knowledge, had not as yet ever hired any nonwhite workers.

Disillusioned by that attempt to make some practical difference on the ground, I turned to 
my backup plan. I began working toward a master’s degree in Chinese language and culture at 
the University of Pennsylvania, and eventually—after a detour or two—entered the Buddhist 
Studies doctoral program at the University of Wisconsin – Madison. There I found in Professor 
Minoru Kiyota the right kind of academic mentor for my maverick impulses, and also a very 
good friend. Not only did he give me excellent guidance in the study of Buddhism, but as a 
former internee in this country’s World War II concentration camps for Japanese Americans, 
he made me keenly aware of how our government all too often inflicts unjust suffering upon 
citizens of minority groups. Professor Kiyota was entirely bicultural and bilingual by virtue of 
his birth to immigrant Japanese parents in this country and the experience of living with grand-
parents in Japan for a few years before the war and earning a PhD at Tokyo University after the 
war. A maverick himself, Min had few cultural inhibitions and absolutely no fear of questions. 
So, in studying with him, everything was fair game—an altogether liberating experience for me.

The Practice of Interfaith Curiosity

As may be apparent by now, asking questions has been my lifelong habit of mind, upon occa-
sion to the prideful point of aggravating other people, I will admit. In any case, my particular 
interfaith engagement—my interfaith practice and my craft—is rooted in that curiosity, in the 
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persistent need to ask questions, most often in pursuit of Buddhist themes that promise to 
enliven our age-old Gospel discourse. My approach is to attend first to what is said—what is 
taught in Buddhist and Christian scriptures—recognizing therein differences and harmonies, 
adjudicating what is irreconcilable, and noting what is the product of disparate cultural contexts. 
Then I consider questions of relevance and possibility: What do I see within a Buddhist text that 
might possibly shed light upon aspects of my own tradition, upon our own Christian scriptures?

This practice of interfaith questioning has never for me involved first adopting a particular 
hermeneutic—other than that which is inscribed in the Mahāyāna tradition as developed by 
the philosophers Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva. I  spell this out in some detail in my small book 
Grounding Our Faith in a Pluralist World – with a little help from Nāgārjuna (2009), especially in 
the section on “The Useful Philosophies of Mahāyāna Buddhism.” My approach in that book is 
to consider and abandon the hermeneutic positions of exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism 
alike, in favor of the philosophy of classical Mahāyāna Buddhism, which regards doctrine both 
as empty and as dependently arisen from the many circumstances of its context and culture. For 
the Mahāyāna philosophers, the very notion of emptiness itself serves as an interpretive critique 
in describing how scripture is to be read and understood. To me, this Mahāyāna approach to 
interpreting texts is more a craft for reading with understanding than a well-defined theory. 
It is akin to phenomenological reading in that it requires attentiveness to the impact of a 
particular text upon us, while allowing its words to liquefy and insinuate themselves into the 
interstices of our minds.

My approach involves setting up a close interplay between themes of scriptures from the 
two traditions, so that the themes of one may illumine those of the other. For, in fact, the core 
issues in different religious traditions are essentially the same: Who are we? Where do we come 
from, and where do we go? Is there meaning? Is there a human prospering beyond the secular 
world? (Taylor 2007) It should not be surprising to find in another tradition analogous answers 
to our common human problems. Indeed, our shared concerns are outlined succinctly in the 
Four Noble Truths enunciated by the Buddha himself—that all life entails suffering; suffering 
has a cause; that cause can be reversed; and there is a path to follow to alleviate the suffering.

My earliest foray into the interfaith project was The Meaning of Christ: A Mahāyāna Theology 
(1989). In that book, I attempted to understand Christology and Trinity through the Buddhist 
philosophy of emptiness, looking especially at the dependent arising of our doctrines. In ret-
rospect, I believe that it worked for seeing the emptiness of Christ as the translucent mirror of 
the Father. However, my attempt to read Trinitarian doctrine through the Yogācāra discourse 
on the three bodies of Buddha (trikāya) did not work so well; I had to gerrymander Buddhist 
discourse to fit Trinitarian themes without achieving much deeper insight. I am hopeful that 
my current project on the Letter to the Ephesians, described below, may be more fruitful in its 
consideration of Trinity.

The Gospel of Mark: A Mahāyāna Reading (1995) is, like The Meaning of Christ, an exercise in 
questioning whether Buddhist teaching about how truth becomes manifest might contribute 
to our Christian discourse. The Jesus parables and discourses in Mark, along with this Gospel’s 
abrupt ending, leave the reader with a wholesome emptiness that only he or she can fill by liv-
ing the faith.

In The Wisdom of James: Parallels with Mahāyāna Buddhism (2005), I chose to treat the Letter 
of James because its teaching on nondiscriminative wisdom fits Mahāyāna teaching almost to a 
“T.” I was disappointed, however, with two editorial decisions made by the publisher—to add 
the phrase “Parallels with Mahāyāna Buddhism” to the title of the book, and to set off on a gray 
background every passage touching on Mahāyāna philosophy. These decisions apparently arose 
from the editor’s discomfort with any suggestion of interfaith intermingling. Unfortunately, 
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however, they imply an unwanted bifurcation where my intention had been to introduce 
Mahāyāna more organically, as an interpretive key in reading the Letter of James.

I Am/No Self: A  Christian Reading of the Heart Sūtra (2011) applies the anthropology of 
Mahāyāna’s very important Heart Sūtra to the Gospel of John, as another example of how 
themes of Buddhist texts may illumine the reading of our own Christian scriptures. I chose to 
focus on John’s treatment of humanness because of all our Gospels, this is the most resistant 
to emptying. As the book was to be a volume in a series of Christian commentaries on non-
Christian texts, I  focused upon the resonance between The Heart Sutra’s emptying of every 
vestige of self-identity vis-à-vis John’s call for a radical reconfiguration of consciousness. Mean-
while, I had perforce to leave the most difficult questions about John’s Gospel for later consid-
eration—especially regarding the ontological status of John’s Jesus. We also very much need to 
reconsider and reject this Gospel’s harsh treatment of “the Jews” and to see John’s Logos ontol-
ogy of Christ as an option already present within Judaism—that is, the recognition of diversity 
within God’s oneness, a “second power in heaven.” (Boyarin 2012: 25–70, 2004: 89–150; Segal 
2012: 260–267, passim).

With The Emptied Christ of Philippians: Mahāyāna Meditations (2015), I turned to a commen-
tary on Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, in which he introduces the hymn of the Christ who 
emptied himself (2:6–11). This theme very naturally attracts people interested in Buddhist-
Christian dialogue, although it is largely ignored by ontologically inclined Christian theolo-
gians. The self-emptying of Christ highlighted in Philippians clearly begged for a Mahāyāna 
reading. Emptiness and its coterminous dependent arising form the backdrop of this work.

Curiosity About Zhiyi’s Threefold Truth and the Trinity

At present, I am engaged in a lengthy commentary on the Letter to the Ephesians, a late first-
century epistle that is nominally attributed to the Apostle Paul, although many scholars regard 
it as the work of a later follower who wrote to guard and update Paul’s legacy. Many years ago, 
these words in Ephesians 5:14 drew my attention:

“Sleeper, awake!
Rise from the dead,
and Christ will enlighten you.”

How could such a passage not attract someone engaged in Buddhist-Christian theology? And 
yet Ephesians itself did not initially seem a likely candidate for interfaith treatment. There was 
its Greek, geocentric cosmology with layered spheres above the earth, Christ at the apex and 
hostile daemons populating the layers between. As well as its recommendation for a Christ 
household based upon the Greco-Roman ideal, replete with slaves and subservient women. 
Eventually, though, I became intrigued with the nascent Trinitarian thought found in the let-
ter’s opening Berakah or blessing (1:3–14) and repeated throughout the letter. It is a Trinitar-
ian vision encompassing the creative Father, the incarnate presence of the Father’s wisdom in 
Beloved Christ, and the realization of that wisdom through enlightenment by the Spirit. Or, 
stated differently, the Blessing bestowed by the primal Father and grounded in Jesus by the 
Spirit, who in turn seals practitioners in their practice of the Christian path.

In this very early Trinitarian formulation, there is as yet no hint of the ontology of the 
Trinity—its nature and persons—as developed by Church Fathers in the ensuing centuries. In 
the Nicene Creed (325 ce) and its amended form adopted at the First Council of Constantino-
ple in 381, our understanding of Trinity was articulated in Greek ontotheological terms that 
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have defined our understanding down through the centuries. Indeed, many congregations today 
recite one of these creeds every Sunday—despite the fact that our secular age has dethroned 
ontology to the point that Greek concepts of “substance,” “person,” and “nature” are virtually 
unintelligible to most Christians. Indeed, the very concept of Trinity befuddles contemporary 
occupants of pew and pulpit alike. Rare is the layperson who can explain the meaning of the 
Trinity to a Buddhist or Muslim—or even to another Christian. And many a preacher I have 
known would do just about anything to avoid giving the sermon on Trinity Sunday.

Providentially for this interfaith questioner, however, the Chinese Buddhist master Zhiyi 
(538–97 ce), architect of the Tiantai tradition of Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhism, is known for 
his teaching of a “threefold truth.” During the summer of 594 ce, a large number of learned 
monastics and laypersons gathered for a retreat given by Zhiyi at the Jade Spring Monastery 
in Qingzhou, China. By this point in time, hundreds upon hundreds of Buddhist scriptures 
and commentaries had flowed into China from India and central Asia over a period of more 
than 300 years. Thus, Zhiyi’s listeners were familiar with many different Buddhist texts, but 
they struggled to understand their disparate teachings as an organic whole. So to clarify the 
Buddha dharma for them, Master Zhiyi introduced the overarching theme of the “three-
fold truth”—the truth of an apophatic emptiness; its everyday expression in conventional, 
languaged teachings; and the practice of the middle path that is engendered through the 
interplay between those two. In other words, the ineffable truth of emptiness converges with 
its doctrinal articulation to inculcate within the practitioner both a meditative stillness that 
abides in nothing at all and a contemplative insight that enables active engagement in middle 
path practice. Zhiyi’s disciple Guanding (561–632) compiled and edited these teachings into 
a work handed down as the Mohe zhiguan. In this project, I have benefited greatly from Paul 
L. Swanson’s recently published translation of this massive work, titled Clear Serenity, Quiet 
Insight (2017).

In the opening Berakah (Blessing) of the Letter to the Ephesians, Christ is the prefigured 
wisdom of God—a God who is seen as empty of identifiable characteristics and beyond com-
prehension and yet called “our father,” marking not so much the emotional attachment to our 
human father as the primal beginnings of our being here at all. The Ephesian Christ in his 
living and dying became fully and humanly conventional—conventionally one of us, embed-
ded in our human history. And then, in his rising and exaltation, this Jesus established the 
Christ path of motherly wisdom wherein his Spirit enlightens those who entrust themselves 
to that path of practice. I see here the pattern of Zhiyi’s threefold truth, in that Father, Son, 
and Spirit are respectively and indivisibly, empty (即空), conventional (即假), and the middle 
(即中). The Spirit moves over the waters of chaos and enables us to abide in primal empti-
ness, simultaneously engendering the Ephesian household community wherein Christ sets the 
conventional pattern of our path practice (Yong 2005: 203–234). Being “in Christ” would be 
our “middle path” of practice—the practice of living without fear of dying in the sure hope 
of the resurrection. It seems to me that we can well express these three truths of the Christian 
Trinity—Father, Christ, and Spirit—in the Tiantai manner as 雖三而一雖一而三: “Although 
three, yet they are one. Although one, yet they are three,” thereby expressing the three truths of 
how we experience the empty Father, the Christ incarnate in our conventional world, and the 
path-engendering Spirit.

Both Paul and Zhiyi call for a reconfiguration of consciousness, an enlightenment from the 
sleep of delusion to the light of self-effacement. Zhiyi’s threefold truth teaches that truth is one 
and yet three, three and yet one, each encircling the others in what we call perichoresis. Simi-
larly, in the Trinity, the ultimacy of emptiness—the Father God beyond definition—is enfleshed 
in the conventional truth of Christ and realized in the community’s practice of the Spirit path. 
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Each of the three truths are indivisible with the other two, just as Father, Son, and Spirit are 
indivisibly one, although three.

An interfaith reading of the Trinitarian theme in Ephesians does not mean that we actu-
ally read Zhiyi’s Buddhism back into Paul or this Deutero-Pauline letter. But if, after reading 
Ephesians in its own time and context, we then bring its Trinitarian pattern into a force field 
created by placing it in contiguity with Zhiyi’s threefold truth, we discover creative cross-
readings that may potentially lead us to deeper understanding. The intention is not to overlay 
one text upon the other; I do not eliminate the underlying Deutero-Pauline text by overwrit-
ing it, nor do I regard a Tiantai text as an incomplete or inferior version of a New Testament 
one. A Mahāyāna reading of Ephesians should not result in a palimpsest where one would have 
to scratch out Ephesians’ own words to get back to what a Mahāyāna Paul (or Pauline disciple) 
might have meant. There is neither a Mahāyāna Paul nor a Christian Zhiyi. The goal is to honor 
both texts and both traditions in an effort to reach a fresh understanding of Ephesians through 
Tiantai philosophy in place of Greek ontology, the (non-Christian) philosophy that was adopted 
in the first century to frame Christian thinking and has reigned almost unchallenged ever since.

The objective of creating such a force field between Ephesians’ Trinitarian ideas and Zhiyi’s 
threefold truth is neither fusion nor synthesis but rather a reconfiguration of our discourse that 
may release a liquid speech to flow through an interfaith consciousness. The consciousness of the 
practitioner of interfaith theology needs to be malleable, willing to be placed in intense proximity 
to a tradition radically different from one’s own. Admittedly, when we place particular themes 
from two different traditions into theological contiguity, it can become difficult to maintain the 
stable core identity or ontological status of either tradition. That may cause discomfort in theolo-
gians, for a sense of our tradition’s core identity often serves as a bulwark for our own individual 
core identity. But faith traditions are not stand-alone essences—unless one is to insist that their 
cultural formulations remain fused and solidly the same in a constant sclerotic blockage over time 
with no possible opening for new and more effective enunciations of primal truth. Indeed, we 
acknowledge many elements in our theological sources that do not represent the truth for all 
and everywhere, reflecting as they do cultural conditions and assumptions of times long past, no 
longer appropriate to our own situation. In Tiantai thinking, truth is indivisible with its cultural 
enunciation and therefore does shift over time, engendering new languages and frameworks.

There is much more to Ephesians, of course, than the initial Berakah and its incipient Trini-
tarian notions. There remain those pesky matters that long dissuaded me from working on this 
letter despite my attraction to its “Sleeper, awake” passage—namely, the letter’s first-century 
Greek cosmology, and its promotion of a Christian community modeled upon the patriarchal 
Greco-Roman household. For better or worse, I realized that if I were to undertake a full com-
mentary on Ephesians in hopes of bringing its message into our modern world, I would perforce 
need to subject this letter to an even broader conversation, one that goes well beyond interfaith 
issues. It must consider both contemporary social realities and the work of modern cosmolo-
gists—atheist, believer, and agnostic alike—who continue to penetrate and describe a far vaster 
cosmos than any ever imagined in the first-century Greco-Roman culture of the Ephesian letter. 
As a result, this project on Ephesians has taken far longer than any other I have attempted.

The Necessity for Interfaith Curiosity

People today are very much aware of—although not often well-informed about—the many 
different faiths and traditions that inhabit our world, often even our own neighborhoods. And 
so I marvel at the absence of interest evinced by the majority of modern Christian theologians 
and exegetes who ignore the rich scriptures and religious traditions existing beyond the confines 
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of our inherited mare nostrum theologies. They appear blissfully unaware of the complex and 
fascinating religious heritage of an India whose textual history predates our own Hebrew scrip-
tures, or a China that had already produced its first great classics by the time Abraham left Ur of 
the Chaldeans. I fear that a Christian theology that remains so culturally insular in this world of 
many faiths has lost its persuasive potential.

Highly respected theologians of great scholarly acumen ill serve their own ancient faith 
when they either ignore the world’s other great traditions entirely or grossly mischaracterize 
them in casual asides and ill-informed comparisons (Rahner 1987: 77–78, 85; Ratzinger 2004: 
49, 226–227). Moreover, if we exclude from our awareness all religious traditions outside our 
Christian sphere, we are ignoring the theological thinking of two-thirds of our present world. 
Granted, it is a steep challenge to reverse this trend of neglect. Without a doubt, no one gets 
ahead in biblical studies by detouring to study the religions of India or China. The languages 
needed for becoming a New Testament scholar are already daunting: Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, 
Latin, as well as the many other tongues of ancient texts and modern commentators. Although 
Sanskrit and Pāli—those elegant languages of ancient Indian religious writings—are grammati-
cally parallel to Greek and Latin (Sanskrit set the common grammar for later Greek and Latin), 
no one finds employment as a Christian scripture scholar by devoting time to their study. And 
never could a theologian or scripture specialist even imagine that learning Chinese or Japanese 
would lead to a job or improved professional standing in the academy. Nevertheless, I find that 
the very exercise of placing a Buddhist Mahāyāna text alongside a New Testament one and 
studying both in depth and detail can incite a critical awareness that opens new and unforeseen 
understandings of familiar and long-cherished scriptures.

The Christian and Buddhist traditions do not differ so very much in terms of moral codes—
both inculcate virtuous living, and both accept a very similar world of male dominance and 
social discrimination characteristic of the times and places of their origin. They do, however, 
differ in their teachings. Yet even therein, one can discern an abundance of parallel structures 
capable of shedding light across the traditions. Christian traditions over almost 2,000 years of 
history have been centered upon the doctrines of Incarnation and Trinity, and so it is not pos-
sible intelligently to abandon these truths and yet claim to be Christian. Nevertheless, recogniz-
ing that our most important doctrines were developed in a distant time and culture, modern 
theologians are inspired to recontextualize them and enunciate their meanings in clearer lan-
guage. Roger Haight’s Jesus: Symbol of God (1999) and Peter C. Phan’s In Our Own Tongues: Per-
spectives on Mission and Inculturation (2003) are prime examples of creatively rethinking doctrine 
in faithfulness to the creedal traditions. Buddhists likewise are accustomed to seeking new and 
more effective means for speaking their truth in the modern world.

Indeed, the scriptures of our traditions do not insist on the construction of nonnegotiable 
identity markers. Paul did not move in the realm of absolute truth claims for the simple reason 
that the very term “absolute” was not in his vocabulary. He made accommodations wherever 
possible, excluding only that which he saw to flow from sin and delusion. The post-Pauline 
author of Ephesians also made accommodations, taming the cosmic exuberance of the earlier 
Colossian letter and grounding life in Christ in the householding of the mystery. As Christian 
teaching spread and the institutional church developed, orthodoxy came to be clarified in the 
creeds. But even the creeds did not constitute a set ideology. Rather, they established the param-
eters for doctrinal speech: the Father is God, the Son is God, the Spirit is God. The Father is 
not the Son or the Spirit; the Son is not the Father or the Spirit; the Spirit is not the Father or 
the Son (O’Leary 2015: 18, 23, 175–176, 214, 274). Our ancient creeds provide a grammar of 
faith and belief, summed up by saying that Father, Son, and Spirit are of one essence, but three 
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different concrete embodiments (persona) of divinity, despite the obvious fact that Jesus was a 
human being like the rest of us.

Similarly, the Mahāyāna refusal to attribute stand-alone status to the ultimate meaning of 
truth offers no warrant for Buddhism to regard itself as a stand-alone ideology. We, Buddhists 
and Christians alike, are not to remain boxed in by our doctrines but to be liberated through 
them. If we Christians were to practice the “doctrinal humility” recommended by Catherine 
Cornille (2008), we would be able to recognize that all our language of faith is but an attempt 
to express in conventional language what we mean by the incarnation of Jesus. Paul insisted in 
Philippians that we must have within ourselves the mind of the Christ who emptied himself 
of all status, thereby bringing attention to the cross that erases all identities. Moreover, Paul’s 
criticism of each of the several factions in the Corinthian community, even the faction of “the 
Christ,” seems to indicate his rejection of anyone’s claim to possess the true and final worldview 
(Keenan 2015: 114, 168–183, 306–312; Conzelmann 1988: 33–34).

Neither Buddhism nor Christianity suggests an easy universalism that would seek to equate 
all traditions in parallel searches for a common truth. In that we all die, we do have a common 
problem; but we have not had a common answer. Neither Buddhism nor Christianity has ever 
been inclined to regard itself as so ecumenically irenic as to be but one example of some com-
mon religion. Interfaith study in fact relies upon differences between the traditions, and we 
gain much when we examine the different philosophies that have been adopted by other faith 
traditions in their efforts to address common human situations of loss, meaninglessness, sick-
ness, and death. Most traditions adopt supportive philosophies in the effort to articulate their 
remedies to these facts of human transience. First-century Christians adopted aspects of the 
Greek philosophies that were prominent in their time and place. In our time, we are able to 
look farther abroad, across language and cultural boundaries, to ascertain how the philosophies 
employed by other religious traditions might support us in new and different ways in the effort 
to express our gospel truth.

To me, interfaith dialogue is a practice—a salutary engagement without a clear destination. 
It is a conventional practice of crossing borderlines. It does not erase those lines, but it does 
allow pilgrim wanderers to cross back and forth and be enriched as they may by the panoply of 
human wisdoms in our world.
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In the summer of 1997 in a small audience with the Dalai Lama during his visit to Colo-
rado’s Naropa University, I asked the question, how can we at Naropa counteract sectarianism 
and religious divisions in our world? His Holiness answered, “first you must practice deeply.” 
He paused and gazed into my eyes. Then he went on to describe five ways, through contact 
with others, that we could contribute to interreligious understanding. (Simmer-Brown 1999: 
97–112; Dalai Lama 2010: 129–144). They align beautifully with categories from the dialogue 
world, but it meant a great deal to me that it came from him, a renowned Buddhist lama and 
realized being.

His Holiness is a veteran of many dialogue encounters both formal and informal and has 
made a lifelong commitment to dialogue as a way to promote interreligious1 understanding 
and harmony (Dalai Lama 2010: x). His commitment is not merely pragmatic, diplomatic, and 
political. It comes from his own spiritual depth, based on the influence of the Ri-me (reemay) 
tradition of Tibet that places an unbiased, inclusive approach at the heart of contemporary spir-
ituality (Simmer-Brown 2009: 231–254).

Then His Holiness described five ways of overcoming sectarianism: he first suggested inviting 
scholars and theologians of other religions to come to campus, for what is called “theological 
dialogue,” the exchanges that elucidate and compare the tenets and teachings of our respective 
traditions. The second way was to talk intimately with real practitioners from other traditions, 
what we at Naropa call the “contemplative dialogue.” Third, he suggested we go on pilgrimage 
to sacred sites with practitioners of other religions, a category of dialogue I had not heard from 
any other source. Fourth, he suggested bringing leaders and clerics from different traditions 
together on a public stage for simple, superficial conversation. He remarked that it really didn’t 
matter what they say, but the event would provide a good opportunity to see diverse religious 
leaders together politely, even in a friendly manner. I have always called this the “political dia-
logue,” meaning relaxing sectarian divisions through civil exchanges of leaders, even if it’s only 
a photo op. The fifth suggestion was engaging in social justice work with people of a different 
religious tradition, without any particular need to talk about religion at all, but to share care for 
suffering and rectifying wrongs. This is the “dialogue of social engagement.”

These categories have provided the basis of my work with interreligious dialogue in the dec-
ades since. Most compelling to me was the Dalai Lama’s opening with the importance of personal 

5
DIALOGUE AS 

CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE
Buddhist Contributions to Interreligious 

Dialogue

Judith Simmer-Brown

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003043225-7


Judith Simmer-Brown

56

practice, the reminder to “practice deeply.” This was meaningful to me, as the journey of Buddhist 
meditation is all about overcoming bias, emotional and conceptual obscurations, and defensive-
ness and territoriality that sometimes occupy the interreligious sphere. Falling into these habitual 
obstacles creates endless suffering for ourselves and others, as well as disharmony in the world, and 
nowhere is this more evident than in the realm of sectarianism and interreligious strife.

This teaching was also in alignment with Naropa University’s Tibetan Buddhist founder, 
Chögyam Trungpa, Rinpoche (1939–87), who initiated interreligious dialogue as one of the 
foundational principles of our University curriculum. For Rinpoche, the most important form 
of dialogue was the third, the “contemplative dialogue,” based on the interchanges between 
committed practitioners from a variety of religious and spiritual traditions. This chapter focuses 
especially on the Buddhist-inspired tradition of dialogue coming from the depths of personal 
practice, and how dialogue itself can become a spiritual practice with powerful potential of 
personal and societal transformation. Examples of these dialogues in action will demonstrate the 
potential of contemplative dialogue.

Chögyam Trungpa’s Dialogue Heritage

In my experience, most dialogue initiatives in North America have been begun by Christian 
leaders and communities, and in the case of Buddhist-Christian dialogues, the agenda, topics, 
and protocols have been set with Christian presuppositions. This is of course quite admirable, 
for these dialogues have brought tremendous benefits for our respective religious and spir-
itual communities. However, sometimes the dominance of Christian priorities has unwittingly 
skewed the dialogue in uneven ways, with greater emphasis on theology rather than practice, 
and on salvific figures, sin and grace, and resurrection than Buddhist circles would consider. 
One of the remarkable aspects of Naropa University’s dialogue history is that it was initiated by 
and hosted by a Tibetan Buddhist meditation master. As such, these dialogues had themes that 
reflected Rinpoche’s interests and priorities that were a bit different than that of his Christian 
counterparts; a great deal can be learned by studying the contours of the Naropa dialogues.

Why did Trungpa Rinpoche launch these interreligious dialogues? In 1968, Chögyam 
Trungpa and Thomas Merton met “quite by accident” in Calcutta on the very day of Merton’s 
arrival in India. Of the many Tibetan teachers whom Merton would encounter, Trungpa was 
the youngest, the only one with experience living outside of Asia, and the only one to speak 
English (Simmer-Brown 2007: 51–90, 2011: 47–58). Rinpoche met Merton at a critical time in 
his own life. He was 28 years old and had been a Tibetan Buddhist monk for 21 years. As a tod-
dler, he was “discovered” as a tulku, the descendant of a line of 11 generations of Trungpas, and 
he was raised at Surmang monastery in Kham in East Tibet. At age 7, he became a monk and 
was rigorously trained in Buddhist philosophy, scripture, and meditation, and in Buddhist ritual 
arts. He also completed long retreats while still an adolescent. Another purpose of his training 
was to prepare him to become the abbot of Surmang monastery, which he did at age 16.

Rinpoche’s teachers were part of the Ri-me “nonsectarian” school of Tibetan Buddhism, 
and he has been cited as a preeminent example of a contemporary Ri-me master (Simmer-
Brown 2009: 233–239; Samuel 1993: 344–345). The nineteenth-century Ri-me movement in 
Tibet developed in response to an environment in Tibet of intense sectarian rivalry, parochial 
propagation of texts and transmissions, economic corruption, and an increasing scholasticism 
with regard to doctrinal distinctions. Rinpoche’s forebears answered by creating an alliance of 
meditation masters from various Buddhist schools intent upon preserving the integrity of the 
ancient, authentic practice lineages of meditation while propagating a nonsectarian attitude 
(Smith 2001: 235–272). A contemporary Ri-me teacher described this approach this way: “To 
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adopt the Ri-me approach means to follow your own chosen path with dedication, while main-
taining respect and tolerance for all other valid choices” (Barron 2003: xviii).

When Rinpoche was 19, the Chinese invaded his province of Tibet, arresting monks and 
murdering or imprisoning anyone who resisted. Barely escaping Chinese invaders, he and a 
small party of monks and lay followers made the perilous journey over the Himalayas to India 
on horseback and on foot. From 1959 to 1963, by appointment of the Dalai Lama, Chögyam 
Trungpa served as the spiritual advisor for the Young Lamas’ Home School in Dalhousie, India. 
In 1963, Chögyam Trungpa was selected for a competitive Spalding Fellowship at Oxford Uni-
versity, in England, where he studied comparative religion, philosophy, and fine arts. During 
this time, he quickly learned English, one of the first Tibetan lamas in the world to do so. His 
memoir of his life and escape, Born in Tibet (Trungpa 2000) was the first such Tibetan refugee 
account to be widely distributed. (Merton had already read this book before going to India.) 
After completing his Oxford degree in 1967, he moved to Scotland, where he founded the 
Samye Ling Meditation Centre, the first Tibetan Buddhist practice center in the West.

In 1968, Rinpoche had been in England for five years. He had become increasingly dis-
couraged and depressed by the prevalence of the materialistic orientation that he discovered 
so central in Western culture, accompanied by disregard for the committed spiritual life. He 
saw these tendencies also at work in his own lost homeland of Tibet, where the living practice 
traditions were being lost even before the Chinese occupation in the 1950s and Tibetan monks 
had become absorbed in fame, wealth, and power rather than spiritual awakening. He wondered 
how he himself could make a spiritual contribution either in Asia, Tibet, or the West.

When Rinpoche and Fr. Merton met at the Central Hotel, they instantly delighted in each 
other and spent some days sharing their experience. Fr. Merton commented, “Chogyam Trun-
gpa is a completely marvelous person. Young, natural, without front or artifice, deep, awake, 
wise. I am sure we will be seeing a lot more of each other, whether around northern Indian and 
Sikkim or in Scotland” (Merton 1975: 30). Trungpa Rinpoche later remembered,

I had the feeling that I was meeting an old friend, a genuine friend. In fact, we planned 
to work on a book containing selections from the sacred writings of Christianity and 
Buddhism. We planned to meet either in Great Britain or in North America. He was 
the first genuine person I met from the West.

(Trungpa 2003: 477)

These meetings were never to materialize, for less than two months after their joyous meeting in 
Calcutta, Fr. Merton’s life was over. The morning of his tragic death, he had delivered his talk 
to the Bangkok Benedictine conference, recalling among other topics his conversations with 
Trungpa Rinpoche and commenting on his discovery of a common core between Buddhist and 
Christian contemplative traditions.

The Naropa Dialogues (1981–7)

Thirteen years later, Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche launched a series of seven landmark Bud-
dhist-Christian dialogue conferences at the fledgling university that he had founded, Naropa 
Institute in Boulder, Colorado. He saw these conferences as the first step toward creating a 
“yogi school” where authentic contemplative traditions could be taught and practiced in an 
environment of dialogue, respect, mentoring, and community. From the beginning, Rinpoche 
dedicated these gatherings to Fr. Merton and said that he sought to cultivate the kind of con-
versations between genuine contemplatives that he had discovered with Fr. Merton.
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In honor of Merton’s memory, Rinpoche turned to the Benedictine and Cistercian monas-
tic communities for help in designing the conferences. The Naropa conferences were held 
annually from 1981 to 1989, bringing together Buddhist monastics and contemplatives—Zen, 
Theravadin, Shin, and Tibetan Buddhist—with Benedictine/Cistercian, Carmelite, Orthodox, 
and Quaker contemplatives. These annual summer conferences brought attendees from diverse 
backgrounds, both monastic and lay, to take part in presentations, practice workshops, and panel 
discussions.

Rinpoche’s intention with the Naropa dialogues was to focus on contemplative practice 
above all, saying that theological dialogues tended to emphasize conceptual understanding 
rather than spiritual experience and that this could lead to greater division and sectarianism. 
Opening the first 1981 conference, Rinpoche remarked, “The only way to join the Christian 
tradition and the Buddhist tradition together is by means of bringing together Christian con-
templative practice and Buddhist meditation practice” (Szpakowski 2005: vii). In that confer-
ence, Buddhist and Christian conference presenters, both monastic and lay, shared, heart to 
heart, the joys and challenges of the contemplative journey. The focus from the beginning was 
on an insider’s experience of meditation or prayer and of the contemplative journey. When 
Mother Tessa Bielecki stirringly shared the mystical passion of the Carmelite path, Tibetan 
Buddhists resonated with her practice that used the similar imagery of passion. When Eido 
Roshi expressed concern about conceptualizing the absolute in words, Eastern Orthodox priest 
Fr. Hopko agreed, conceptualizing God was idolatry, creating a false god that was nothing other 
than a version of the self. When Brother David Steindl-Rast spoke of the Benedictine “living 
with death always before our eyes,” Anagarika Munindra responded with a contemplation of 
death in his own Theravada Buddhist tradition. The conversations were deeply personal from 
the beginning and spilled over into all of our interactions together.

These conferences were marked by more than conversation, however. We practiced together, 
Christian and Buddhist, in periods throughout the days of our meetings. We prayed and cele-
brated the Eucharist; we meditated in stillness, mindful of the breath; we contemplated scripture 
in the style of Lectio Divina; we concentrated on koan study; we sang Vespers in Greek and 
Latin; we dedicated the merit, Buddhist-style. We also dined together, took walks, conversed in 
small groups sitting on the lawn, and laughed together. While these dialogues occurred in the 
presence of an attentive audience, they carried a quality of intimacy and spiritual exploration 
that led Sister Pascaline Coff, OSB, from Osage Monastery and leader of the North Ameri-
can Board for East-West Dialogue, to proclaim this conference “a major breakthrough in the 
Christian-Buddhist dialogues” (Simmer-Brown 2005: 5).

As the years passed and conference presenters and participants returned again and again, we 
found the rhythm of a contemplative community in these times shared together. Together we 
discovered a resonant heartbeat, and eventually, deep friendship. The response was electric. By 
the second year, 400 participants came to the Naropa’s conference from all over the United 
States, and participation remained at comparable levels in the five years to follow. In the seven 
years of annual conferences, many of the core group of faculty presenters returned, bringing a 
strong sense of community to our gatherings.

These Naropa conferences introduced a new kind of interreligious exchange into the dia-
logue world, the dialogue of contemplative practice, or “contemplative dialogue,” similar to 
what is called by the Vatican, “the dialogue of religious experience.”2 Certainly private con-
versations like these had taken place privately in the past, as Fr. Merton discovered in 1968 
in Asia. The Naropa dialogues spoke from a new motivation, the fostering and enriching of 
contemplative life in its traditional forms in secularized cultures that are often inhospitable to a 
life of prayer or meditation. Rather than drawing lines in a theological or political territoriality, 
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these dialogues explored the common ground of inner reflection, spiritual development, and 
the contemplative journey. The stakes were high; nevertheless, the tone was warm, intimate, 
and heartfelt. How could the cloistered monastic sustain contemplatives outside the monastery? 
How could solitary yogins and yoginis outside the monastery find communities of support? 
Where could authentic spiritual mentors be found? What are the essential trainings that con-
templatives need to traverse the sometimes-rocky terrain of the journey?

After the Naropa conferences concluded, at the time of the death of Chögyam Trungpa in 
1987, our University looked back on them with wonder, appreciating the power and richness 
of these gatherings. Somehow there was not the momentum to continue without Rinpoche’s 
leadership. I had served as conference director and became involved in other dialogue initiatives 
for the following decade: the Cobb-Abe Theological Encounter (1983–2004); the Gethsemani 
Encounters (1996 and 2002); and the reconstituted Parliament of World Religions in Chicago 
(1993). Susan Szpakowski edited selections of the Naropa dialogues in the book, Speaking of 
Silence, that developed the reputation as a beloved spiritual classic (Szpakowski 2005). I  also 
joined Benedictine Br. David Steindl-Rast and three Buddhist colleagues to compose a Bud-
dhist commentary on the Rule of St. Benedict (Henry 2002). In the mid-2000s, I convened a 
kind of Naropa “reunion” of the conference faculty to reflect on the impact of these dialogues 
on their contemplative practice and lives. Their moving reports chronicled the profound effect 
of these intimate dialogues.

Naropa University Dialogues: Dialogue Training Principles

In 2002, my Religious Studies department asked me to develop an interreligious dialogue 
course for Naropa students, to teach them the dialogue skills I had learned. I was thrilled to take 
on the challenge, recognizing that I had experienced the power and benefit of the contempla-
tive dialogue and that this need not be reserved for career contemplatives. I researched interre-
ligious dialogue courses at a variety of universities and theological schools and discovered most 
if not all of them studied dialogues by other people in other places, at other times. I resolved to 
draw my students into their own personal dialogues. Our Naropa students, most of whom are 
deeply engaged in contemplative practice training, would benefit from intimate dialogue with 
each other and with contemplatives from a variety of communities.

What were the necessary components for the practice of dialogue? From my own experi-
ence in contemplative and theological dialogue, I found six important components that would 
bring the power of dialogue into a university classroom as a form of contemplative education 
pedagogy.

1. The fundamental impetus must come from the openness of pluralism (as opposed to exclusivism 
and inclusivism) in the sense of Diana Eck and the Harvard Pluralism Project. A stance 
of pluralism recognizes that “truth is not the exclusive or inclusive possession of any one 
tradition or community” (Eck 1993: 168, 190–197). Eck’s perspective is subtle, avoiding 
the various familiar quandaries that often haunt attitudes toward religious and spiritual 
others. She does not take the positivist stance that keeps religious commitments at arm’s 
length; pluralism is not mere tolerance that accepts difference but maintains distance in a 
cloak of politeness. It is not syncretism that creates a soup of religious perspectives sampled 
from many religions and spiritualities, for it respects the differences it encounters. Finally, 
she suggests that religious pluralism differs from religious diversity or plurality in its active 
engagement across difference. For a pluralist, the discovery of difference could prompt 
energetic engagement and dialogue with one another.
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In saying this, Eck creates an atmosphere of personal inquiry that is not just an academic 
exercise. She is making a place for the practitioner who encounters difference in the public 
square, in the workplace, and in one’s own home, and engages directly with it.

Pluralism and plurality are sometimes used as if they were synonymous. But plurality is 
just diversity, plain and simple – splendid, colorful, maybe even threatening. Diversity 
does not, however, have to affect me. I can observe it. I can even celebrate diversity, 
as the cliché goes. But I have to participate [sic] in pluralism. I can’t just stand by and 
watch.

(Eck 1993: 191)

She suggests that genuine encounters with religious and spiritual others can enliven our jour-
neys through deep listening, inquiry, and openness. The most effective way of participating is 
through the practice of interreligious dialogue. “We do not enter into dialogue to produce an 
agreement, but to produce real relationship, even friendship, which is premised upon mutual 
understanding, not upon agreement,” she writes (Eck 1993: 197).

The process of dialogue takes us beyond our current frames of reference into engagement 
with the experience of the partner. Buddhist scholar and practicing Christian Don Swearer sug-
gests that the first requisite of dialogue is

the necessity of being engaged by the faith of the other. . .. If we approach people of 
other religious persuasions purely from the standpoint of advocacy, if we believe that 
our particular perception of religious truth is the only correct one, then genuine dia-
logue does not take place. What occurs is merely a series of monologues.

(Swearer 1977: 41)

That’s why pluralism—the willingness to “not know”—is such a powerful ground for 
dialogue.

2. Dialogue is a particular kind of verbal communication that diverges from our customary 
methods both in academia and in social settings.3 Our work at Naropa is influenced by 
the work of the American quantum physicist David Bohm, who developed a form of 
dialogue in which groups of people “think together” in an exploratory way, without 
a preestablished agenda or objective. While he was not overtly religious, Bohm was 
deeply influenced by 25  years of conversation with Indian mystic philosopher Jiddu 
Krishnamurti. Bohm became intrigued by parallels he observed between human inter-
actions and the principles of quantum physics he discovered in his groundbreaking 
work. Eventually, he developed dialogue as a social practice, steeped in contemplative 
principles, and spent his later years experimenting with dialogue communities (Bohm 
1996: 6–54).

Bohm speaks of dialogue not as a conversation between two people, but a more literal sense 
of dia meaning “through” and logos referring to “word”—or more reflectively “the meaning of 
a word.” Put together, dialogue is the “stream of meaning flowing among and through us and 
between us” that gives rise to a new understanding. Bohm identifies the emergent meaning as 
new, creative, and shared, bringing people together in a fresh way. He contrasts this to discus-
sion, which has the same root as “percussion” or “concussion” that has the meaning of breaking 
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things apart, analyzing. As he writes, discussion has its place, but it cannot reach the larger 
whole of human meaning and connection.

In a dialogue, however, nobody is trying to win. Everybody wins if anybody wins. 
There is a different sort of spirit to it. In a dialogue, there is no attempt to gain points, 
or to make your particular view prevail. Rather, whenever any mistake is discovered 
on the part of anybody, everybody gains. . .. Clearly, a lot of what is called “dialogue” 
is not dialogue in the way I am using the word.

(Bohm 1996: 7)

Bohm’s dialogue experimentation and methods have inspired many innovative practices in the 
field of organizational leadership, especially at Center for Organizational Learning at the MIT 
Sloan School of Management.4 I know of no other interreligious dialogue settings that employ 
Bohm’s work.

3. Dialogue skills can be trained and work well as part of a university curriculum or spiritual 
community. While we may affirm the importance of genuine dialogue, it may be difficult 
to know how to begin. There is very little in the library of books on interfaith studies 
about what dialogue looks like, and how to engage in dialogue.5 The prevailing academic 
culture is about ideas and theories, with very little in the practical side about how to avoid 
the pitfalls of competition, debate, abstraction, and obfuscation. We habitually advance 
proposals and theories, discuss them and pick them apart, and debate to defend those per-
spectives. We are often at a loss to figure out how to enter a creative, generative, and new 
space where we can collaborate and grow, in spite of our intentions to do so.

This is where Buddhism may be helpful. Many Buddhist traditions recognize that an essen-
tial component of contemplative practice is training; from earliest time, the Buddhist word for 
meditation is bhavana, which means “becoming accustomed to through training.” One does 
not begin to meditate just by wishing to; it’s important to receive step-by-step instructions in 
the view, methods, and results of meditation in order to begin. Then, through regular daily 
practice, one develops more natural skills so that meditation becomes a natural expression of a 
spiritual life.

Dialogue training is no different. There are foundational communication skills that are essen-
tial to “the art of thinking together” that forge a new rapport with religious and spiritual others. 
There is overlap and consensus from various sources on what skills are necessary, and they all 
agree that the foundation of genuine dialogue is listening. Bohm protégé William Isaacs has 
elaborated on the component skills of dialogue in his book, Dialogue and the Art of Thinking 
Together (Isaacs 1999).

Isaacs’s four basic skills of interpersonal dialogue build on the foundation of listening, a kind 
of mindful presence that is willing to give up the clamor of thoughts racing through the mind 
in order to attend to what is being said by the partner. This is a humbling practice, as we real-
ize that we are often so wrapped up in our own ideas, we have no idea what is being said. The 
sound of the words is also connected to expression, emotion, context, and intimacy. When 
we listen deeply, we “attend to” the other person, allowing the space for them to fully share, 
and our listening encourages more disclosure than our ordinary stance. Listening also includes 
listening to ourselves, knowing what is coming up for us, acknowledging, and returning to 
attentiveness to the dialogue partner. Listening entails paying attention to silence as well, what 
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is not said. Eventually, we find ourselves resonating to the experience of the other person and 
can give up speculation and concept (Isaacs 1999: 83–109).

The second skill of dialogue, according to Isaacs, is respecting, honoring the experience of 
the other person and giving up one’s constant self-reference. This requires growing confidence 
in listening and deepening appreciation for the authenticity and integrity of the other person. 
The third skill closely follows the second. Suspending is the constant practice of noticing judg-
ments, habits, and self-reference that will form strong opinions about the experience of the 
other person and letting them go. When there are disagreements or strong reactions arising, 
we turn them into open-ended questions that allow our partner to express more deeply his or 
her experience. We also develop curiosity about where our own strong reactions and opinions 
come from, recognizing the pervasive habit of thinking our own views are the only right ones 
(Isaacs 1999: 110–133).

The fourth skill of dialogue is voicing, being willing to express a fresh perspective in the 
moment that has come from deeply sharing with your partner. So often we are caught in old 
narratives and stock answers to the dilemmas of our lives. Our dialogue requires us to show up 
more openly, acknowledging the constant change and fluctuation in our experience. What is 
asked for right now? What new dimensions of experience have opened for me in this exchange? 
In dialogue, we often find wisdom pouring out of us in unexpected ways as we dare ourselves 
and the other to be open and authentic. With the skill of voicing, we discover the truly creative 
aspect of interreligious dialogue (Isaacs 1999: 159–184).

4. Dialogue gradually develops from mere politeness to generative dialogue, though this takes time and 
trust. Isaacs shares a “quadrant” that moves from shared monologues (titled “politeness”) 
to shifting from “me” to “we” (“shared experience”) to inquiry and analysis (“reflective 
dialogue”) and making meaning together (“generative dialogue”) (Isaacs 1999: 236). It is 
common to begin with shared monologues, the most common of human interactions and 
the foundation for the development of trust that can lead to further genuine communica-
tion. Without learning dialogue skills, many relationships can get stuck there, even in close 
friendships and marriages. Isaacs’s book is very helpful for navigating to a deeper relation-
ship through communication skill development.

In interreligious dialogue literature, this journey is described somewhat differently. When 
we are engaged with the faith of another, it has been described as a kind of “passing over” 
into the worldview of our partner, fully engaging in a way that resonates with the partner’s 
perspectives. Theologian John Cobb writes of this as perilously close to the “C-word” of 
conversion that has long been the agenda of Christian missions of proselytizing (Cobb 1998: 
47–53). Arguing that real dialogue must abandon this agenda, he suggests that passing over 
is to take the tenets of the partner to heart, contemplating their implications for one’s own 
beliefs, and allowing a new uncharted space of mutual transformation to emerge. “Passing 
over” is then followed by “coming back” to one’s own tradition with fresh eyes and a more 
nuanced expression of the truth of one’s own central commitments. This kind of active 
engagement yields what he calls “radical transformation” of both dialogue partners. This 
radical transformation entails reassessing one’s most treasured articles of faith in light of the 
dialogue journey.

When we take on this kind of intimate conversation and exchange with a religious or spir-
itual other, we have an opportunity for tremendous personal growth in our own practice. When 
dialoguing with a Christian friend about the love of Christ, I may learn more dimensions to my 
own Buddhist compassion meditations. When I speak of the absolute with that same partner 
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who cannot imagine spirituality without mention of God, what happens in that conversation? 
How will this exchange bring new dimensions of experience to each of us?

5. The inner dialogue illumines the power of dialogue transformation (Simmer-Brown 2017: 235–
248). If we can listen to our inner voices when we engage the dialogue partner, we begin 
to discover inner aspects of our spiritual and religious identities that had previously gone 
unnoticed. Together we are able to surface unacknowledged parts of ourselves and listen 
to these voices, the voices of judgment, of vulnerability, of uncertainty. Roman Catholic 
priest and interreligious scholar Raimundo Panikkar calls this “intra-religious dialogue,” 
the dialogue within the heart (Panikkar 1999: 17). While this dialogue may mirror in some 
way our encounter with the dialogue partner, it reveals the depth of our inner experience 
that we had discarded or lost. As Panikkar describes, it is

discovering in myself the terrain where the Hindu, the Muslim, the Jew and the atheist 
may have a place – in my heart, in my intelligence, in my life. . .. [R]eal intra-religious 
dialogue begins in myself, and . . . is more an exchange of religious experiences than 
of doctrines.

(Tincq 2004: 3)

Discovering this process, I have come to understand why dialogue has been such an impor-
tant part of my own contemplative life. When encountering a religious or spiritual other, I may 
discover the inclusivist, the fundamentalist in myself that I had not previously acknowledged. 
It is so easy to fall into ingrained habits, but the practice of dialogue opens up a fresh space for 
these discoveries. This journey requires tremendous openness that is the foundation of genuine 
dialogue. Benedictine Brother Gregory Perron, OSB, former chair of the Board of Monastic 
Interreligious Dialogue (MID), describes intra-religious dialogue as “listening dangerously” to 
the inner voices of our multiple religious identities, finding wisdom in each of them, and draw-
ing sustenance for our human personhood that transcends any of them. This unfolding journey 
of discovery yields an inner depth that transforms an ordinary conversation into what Brother 
Gregory calls a “spiritual adventure” (Perron 2005: 2).

Listening to these sometimes-disparate voices, however, is only the beginning. We are chal-
lenged to suspend judgment and respect what we hear within our own hearts. While in dia-
logue with an evangelical, we can listen deeply to the evangelical voice inside ourselves, allow 
it to speak, respect its integrity and suspend judgment, and something powerful happens. When 
encountering the moralist, we find to our surprise a moralist lives within us as well. When we 
truly listen to another, a resonance opens in our hearts, even if we have a conceptual reaction 
that closes doors between us; it is the human connection that speaks to us. If we are committed 
to suspending judgment, we find ourselves listening deeply. That listening leads us to hearing 
our own hearts as well, and we begin to recognize the orphaned identities we carry. Panikkar 
describes the process this way:

Dialogue is a way of knowing myself and of disentangling my own point of view from 
other viewpoints and from me, because it is grounded so deeply in my own roots as 
to be utterly hidden from me. It is the other who through our encounter awakens this 
human depth latent in me in an endeavor that surpasses both of us. [And in] authentic 
dialogue this process is reciprocal. Dialogue [therefore] sees the other not as an extrin-
sic, accidental aid, but as the indispensable, personal element in our search for truth, 
because I am not a self-sufficient, autonomous individual. In this sense, dialogue is a 
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religious act par excellence because it recognizes my religatio to another, my individual 
poverty, the need to get out of myself, transcend myself, in order to save myself.

(Panikkar 1979: 242–244)

Meeting these orphaned identities—listening to them, respecting and suspending judgment 
about them—has generated a pilgrimage of integration and healing that has been pivotal in 
our personal journeys. When we are concerned about the ways we may be excluded or tar-
geted because of our own religious beliefs or spiritual practices, we can actually recognize the 
exclusivist and the prejudiced voices within ourselves. Hearing them, we can begin the work of 
embracing and liberating these fragmented identities, and of opening freshly to others.

6. With all of these elements in place, dialogue itself can become a contemplative practice. It really 
was no accident that the Dalai Lama began his answer to my question about overcoming 
sectarianism with the request that I practice deeply. Contemplative practice is an excellent 
foundation for dialogue, and when we dialogue with each other with these components in 
place, we have an opportunity to experience contemplative dialogue. Speaking in Buddhist 
terms, Isaacs’s first three skills of dialogue rest in the practice of mindfulness, also known as 
“calm abiding” (Young 1986: 226–233), letting go of extraneous agendas and attending to 
the dialogue partner and oneself in conversation. This requires being present, listening to 
oneself while listening to the other, and refraining from jumping to conclusions or form-
ing a narrative of what we hear. Mindfulness also asks that we listen to the silence between 
the words, ours and others’, and that we attune ourselves to the nonverbal aspects of our 
experience—our sense perceptions, the flow of thoughts, the other’s body language, and 
the environment. When inevitable distraction or abstraction occurs, we notice this and let 
it go, coming back to fullness of the present moment.

The second component of contemplative practice in the Buddhist sense is called insight 
(Young 1986: 226–233), the fresh experiential wisdom that arises that expresses our own clar-
ity and understanding of the true way of things. This relates to Isaacs’s skill of voicing, when 
we express the insight that arises in a moment of discovery and wholeness. Insight turns away 
from habitual thoughts and emotions, old storylines about our experience, and provides a new 
perspective about the truth of things in this moment.

Insight teacher Gregory Kramer has developed a form of “interpersonal practice” that builds 
on the foundation of mindfulness, and I have adapted this helpful method to introduce dialogue 
into my classroom (Kramer 2007).6 Practitioners sit in pairs, facing each other, practicing mind-
fulness. The practice leader instructs them to remain silent, mindfully listening, until it is their 
turn to speak. Then the leader asks the designated Person Number One to complete a sentence 
fragment in three minutes: “The most beautiful aspect of my religious/spiritual journey is. . . . 
” A small gong rings. After the first partner speaks, both return to mindfulness, aware of what 
has been said, refraining from conclusions, freshly looking at the flow of experience. Then, 
after the small gong, for Person Number Two, the same question: “The most beautiful aspect 
of my religious/spiritual journey is. . . . ” Again, three minutes, and then silent mindfulness for 
another minute. The gong rings, and the second question, this time for Person Number Two, 
again for three minutes: “The most difficult aspect of my religious/personal journey is. . . . ” 
This is repeated for Person Number One, and so on. In completing these sentence fragments, 
the practitioners are not speaking for a religious tradition or set of beliefs but from the heart of 
their personal experience.
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These exchanges, grounded in mindful listening, become powerful portals to the depth of 
human experience. When the practitioners speak from the openness and presence of mindful-
ness, new insights emerge for each of them. As the dialogue develops, their insights are not 
merely individual ones, but shared and eventually mutual. These discoveries are also nurtured 
by our inner dialogue, as we discover the orphaned aspects of our own experience. Out of these 
encounters, tremendous openness, intimacy, and enrichment enliven our individual journey 
and the journeys of others.

What is contemplative about this mix? Educator Parker Palmer draws from Thomas 
Merton when he speaks of the contemplative discovering the “hidden wholeness” within 
(Palmer 2009). We reclaim lost parts of ourselves and discover greater dimensionality to our 
spiritual landscape. We discover new questions, challenges, and perspectives in dialogue, 
and we make new friends, often surprised that the partner whom we may have consid-
ered “other” is intimately connected with ourselves in often surprising way. Avoiding the 
judgments, barriers, and traps of more scripted dialogues, we discover the depth of mutual 
spiritual yearning that can enliven our journeys. As Merton remarked in the paper he pre-
sented on the final day of his life, the transformation possible in contemplative dialogue 
entails “a deepening of consciousness toward an eventual breakthrough and discovery of a 
transcendent dimension of life beyond that of the ordinary empirical self and of ethical and 
pious observance” (Merton 1975: 309–310). That transcendent dimension is the realm of 
the contemplative dialogue.

Notes
1 I use the term “interreligious” here deliberately, following the helpful terminology given by the Arch-

diocese of Chicago’s Office for Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs, which defines “the difference 
between ecumenical, interfaith, and interreligious relations” as follows: “ecumenical” as “relations and 
prayer with other Christians”; “interfaith” as “relations with members of the Abrahamic faiths (  Jewish 
and Muslim traditions),” and “interreligious” as “relations with other religions, such as Hinduism and 
Buddhism.” Archdiocese of Chicago, October 5, 2016.

2 Buddhists are less likely to use the term “religious experience” because of the dangers in all Buddhist 
traditions of focusing on religious experience in meditation that can actually become perilous obstacles 
in one’s journey. In Tibetan Buddhism, excessive focus on temporary experiences, called nyams, can 
sidetrack the unfolding of clarity, compassion, and wisdom.

3 The term came originally from Plato to describe Socrates’s dialectic method and later came to refer 
to verbal exchanges used to explore a subject in depth. Contemporary initiatives in dialogue have 
come from diverse sources, from Jewish philosopher Martin Buber and the Second Vatican Council, 
to Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin and Brazilian philosopher Paulo Freire, founder of critical 
pedagogy movement.

4 David Bohm experimented with a form of group dialogue of 20–40 people, sitting together in a large 
circle, without agenda, for dialogue that extended over a series of days. While he suggested that a facili-
tator might initiate the dialogue, over time he found the facilitator moved into the background. Bohm 
1996, Chapter 2. Bohm’s initial experiments have evolved over time into greater structure and method 
with organizational development techniques like The Circle Way, World Café, Open Space, Apprecia-
tive Inquiry, Theory U, and the Art of Hosting trained by The Presencing Institute, founded by MIT’s 
Otto Scharmer.

5 The exception is The Dialogue Institute at Temple University, associated with the Journal of Ecumenical 
Studies and the work of Leonard Swidler. Decades ago, Swidler developed the Ten Commandments 
of Dialogue, renamed Deep Dialogue Decalogue to honor his Abrahamic partners, that has been pub-
lished in a variety of versions over the decades. These ten guidelines have stood the test of time and 
serve as the basis for the Institute’s training programs (Swidler 2014).

6 These examples of sentence fragments given here are from my interreligious dialogue course; I have 
adapted Kramer’s methods specifically to the contemplative dialogue.
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“No person can serve two masters,” Jesus announces in Matthew’s Gospel (6:24). Far be it for 
me to disagree with Jesus. But I really don’t think that his warning applies to what contempo-
rary religious scholars call “double belongers.” His concern that such dual service will lead a 
person to “hold to one master and despise the other” certainly applies when the masters are, as 
Matthew specifies, “God and mammon.” But not when they are Jesus and Buddha.

That’s the case I would like to lay out in this chapter. Such a case for serving and follow-
ing two different spiritual masters is essentially a plaidoyer for what theologians and scholars 
of religions today call “double belonging.” I will build my case in two movements: first I will 
try to clarify just what double belonging is and why it is both possible and even necessary for 
many people in our intercommunicating, multireligious world; and then I will offer a practical 
example of my own double belonging that illustrates, I hope, how much Buddha has helped me 
understand and follow Jesus.

In both these movements, I’ll speak as both a religious practitioner and as a scholar of reli-
gion. What I’ll be proposing will, I hope, be grounded in my own spiritual experience as well 
as in my careful study of both Buddhist and Christian teachings and tradition. This chapter runs 
the risk, especially among us denizens of the academy, of becoming uncomfortably personal, 
both for the author and the reader.

Part I: Double Belonging—a Possibility That Can Also Become a 
Necessity

The present-day, growing phenomenon of religious double belonging is the fulfillment of a 
prophecy made almost 50 years ago by John Dunne when he wrote in his visionary and con-
templative book, The Way of All the Earth: Experiments in Truth and Religion: “the spiritual adven-
ture of our time” will not be to pursue only one religious path but to “pass over by sympathetic 
understanding from one’s own religion to other religions and come back again with new insight 
into one’s own” (Dunne 1972: ix).

Double belonging is what happens when this process of passing over and passing back 
works—when one discovers that the new insights that one brings back to one’s own religion 
begin to illumine and even transform one’s religious awareness and practices in unexpected and 
life-giving ways. In my own experience of passing over as a Christian to Buddhist practices and 
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teachings, I came to realize that “coming back with new insight into one’s own” religion was 
not just a matter of now viewing my Christian beliefs and practices in a new, Buddhist light. 
I was actually, as it were, importing Buddhist furniture into the layout of my Christian house. 
My home was no longer just Christian.

A Christian who practices double belonging with Buddhism remains a Christian but 
becomes a very different kind of Christian. She sees differently, she acts differently; her reli-
gious experience, one can say, is expanded or deepened. When she hears the word “God,” for 
instance, she senses something deeper or fuller. What she is learning from Buddhism begins to 
define her own religious identity. The dialogue becomes a necessary sustenance for her religious 
practice and beliefs.

Double belonging, therefore, cannot be dumped into the same pot with what is described, 
and consequently demeaned, as syncretism—that is, what results when two religions are mixed 
together in a kind of New Age blender and then cooked into a new soup in which one cannot 
distinguish the original ingredients. In double belonging, on the contrary, the two religions, in 
their teachings and practices, in their narratives and stories, remain distinct. They do not merge. 
But they do harmonize. For the double belonger, the Gospel and the dharma feed into and 
off of each other. One enhances, clarifies, and even needs the other. One without the other is 
somehow incomplete.

In my own experience of passing over and back between Buddhism and Christianity, this 
harmonizing of the two practices was a gradual process. One might say that I started out as a 
Buddhist Christian—my original spiritual identity was my primary identity. “Christian” was the 
noun; “Buddhist” was the adjective, the add-on. But as I continued and deepened my dual prac-
tice, and as I, as it were, compared notes with other dual belongers, I realized that such neat, pri-
oritizing distinctions just did not feel right. I came to recognize that I had arrived at a blended 
religious life in which my Buddhist and Christian practices and beliefs, in their distinctiveness, 
both played essential roles—to a degree that I could no longer honestly say that one was prior 
or more important than the other. It was at this point that I found an analogy for my double 
belonging in a concept used in the Council of Chalcedon to explain the divinity-humanity of 
Jesus: the hypostatic union. Just as in Jesus, according to the Council theologians, his divine and 
human natures remain “not confused and not changed” but are joined in “one person,” so in 
a double belonger, two very different religious practices, Buddhist and Christian, are joined in 
the person of the double-belonging practitioner without being confused or changed. A loose 
analogy, but, I think, fitting (Knitter 2011: 220–221).

Being Religious Interreligiously

What I have discovered for myself and for my own religious practice is also becoming the case 
for a growing number of Christians. (I can’t speak for, but would like to hear more from, Bud-
dhists.) Religious double belongers are discovering not just something that can enrich their 
spiritual lives. It is, also, something that saves their spiritual lives. Double belonging can become 
a necessity; one can come to a point where one has no choice but to look beyond and live 
beyond one’s own or one’s original way of being religious. John Dunne, over 40 years ago, had 
a sense of this emerging phenomenon. As Peter Phan testifies from his Asian experience and 
perspective, a growing number of people are coming to the surprising realization that if they 
want to be religious, they have to do so interreligiously (Phan 2004).

I suggest that such a need is generally nurtured by two different sources. On the one hand, 
it can be considered the natural result of any authentic spiritual experience. When a religious 
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practice begins to work, when one begins to wake up to or to experience the movements of 
what some would call Spirit or Presence, one senses that one is in touch with a Reality that, 
when we know it, we also know that we do not really know it. We are touching or being 
touched by what mystics call the known Unknown. And that means that as much as we know 
it, we also know that there is always more to be known. No individual, and no religion, can 
know it all. As a popular T-shirt (among theologians) declares: “God is too big to fit into any 
one religion.” Double belongers draw the evident conclusion: to experience and learn a little 
more of the known Unknown, one can, or one must, look beyond one’s own religion. Edward 
Schillebeeckx phrased it neatly many years ago: “There is more religious truth in all the reli-
gions together than in one particular religion” (Schillebeeckx 1990: 166).

The second motivation for exploring another spiritual tradition may be a bit more dis-
comforting than the first. It is prompted by the problems and nagging questions that one 
may experience in one’s own tradition. Such problems may be theological—when traditional 
formulations, creedal statement, or explanations of belief concerning the nature of God, or 
life after death, or the end of the world just don’t make sense. One struggles to recite the 
creed with integrity. One needs help, and it doesn’t seem to be available in one’s immediate 
religious neighborhood. Or, one’s dissatisfaction may arise when one finds that the practices or 
the forms of prayers or ritual that one has grown up with no longer are doing their job—they 
are no longer touching or speaking to one’s feelings. They need to be repolished, readjusted, 
refreshed.

For either, or both these reasons, theological or practical, many people feel the need to add 
to and/or clarify their given religious practices and creeds. They need help. And so they begin 
the path of double belonging. Exploring the teachings or creeds of another tradition throws 
light—often transforming light—on their own. Different meditation or ritual practices enliven 
or replace those that have grown stale or stolid.

Double Belonging and the “Mutual Fecundation” of Religions

What I have been describing as double belonging on the level of an individual’s spiritual devel-
opment can be seen as a reflection of the general historical evolution of religions. Raimon 
Panikkar describes this evolution as a necessary “mutual fecundation of religions” (Panikkar 
1978: 61). There are many influences and pressures that urge the religions to adapt to changing 
environs and so grow. One of them is that, willy-nilly, they bump into each other; they intrude 
on each other’s territories—and in the process, learn from and adapt to each other. There are 
real differences among the religious families of the world. Some families have traits and gifts that 
other do not have. And that’s how they can enrich each other.

In each spiritual tradition, it so appears, certain aspects or qualities of what can be called 
Holy Mystery is perceived or, in the language of Abrahamic religions, revealed; certain forms 
of spiritual practices are preferred. There are those traditions that cherish the inner transforma-
tion of the mystic, while others call forth the social transformation of the prophet. Some affirm 
the singularity of Holy Mystery (monotheism), others acknowledge its diversity (polytheism). 
Some focus on transcendence, others on immanence. Some are theistic, others nontheistic. To 
the historian, such differences seem to be contradictory. For mystical multiple belongers like 
Panikkar, they are much more complementary than contradictory—that is, much more “fecun-
dating” and enriching than opposing and excluding. For a growing number of people, without 
such fecundation, without multiple religious practices, it would be difficult, maybe impossible, 
to be religious.1
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But There Are Dangers

But a mystic as reputable as the Dalai Lama warns of the perils of double belonging. His Holi-
ness notes the incongruity and even violence of “putting a yak’s head on a sheep’s body” (Dalai 
Lama 1998: 105). He is alerting us to the possibility (some would say reality) that there are 
beliefs within the world of religions that may simply be incompatible, or their meaning may 
be so embedded in a particular culture or history that they are incomprehensible and therefore 
incommensurable to other contexts. To try to pass over and back between such teachings or 
practices runs the risk of deforming at least one of them. Or, in trying to adopt something new, 
it is possible to end up watering down or maiming one’s own practices.

Such dangers menace the integrity of the religions involved. Other dangers seem to menace 
the integrity of the double belonger. John Berthrong believes that much of the current inter-
religious dialogue has become a “Divine Deli” around which religious seekers flit and select 
delectable tidbits now from the Hindu section, then from Islam, and how about a little Chris-
tianity? (Berthrong 1999) One ends up with a collection of sweets without much substance. 
One enjoys the tastes but misses real nourishment resulting in a spiritual diet limited to what 
one likes and missing what one needs. In attempting to be double belongers, spiritual seekers 
can become so scattered in their dual practices that they do not expend the energy required to 
practice either one of them. Or they can focus on practices and beliefs that feel good but that 
don’t really challenge or correct.

Such dangers are needed warning signs. But I don’t think they should be no-trespassing 
signs. Spiritual double belonging is not an exercise that one takes up two or three times a week, 
while otherwise maintaining one’s given religious routine. It becomes one’s daily practice and 
part of one’s daylong awareness. And, like all spiritual practices that are truly spiritual, it calls for 
serious engagement and study. To explore another religion, one cannot just taste. One must 
learn how to cook and prepare, as it were. Serious study and serious practice, generally under a 
teacher and with a community/sangha, is essential to double belonging. Otherwise, one is only 
a multireligious dilettante, or voyeur.

While recognizing, and guarding against, the dangers, I still claim, both based on my own 
experience and on what I have witnessed in fellow double belongers, that the possibilities of 
spiritual enrichment far outweigh the dangers of distortion or dilution. But how can I know 
that such enrichment is authentic? Jesus offers some guidelines: “By their fruits, you shall know 
them” (Matt 7: 16). Such fruits are both spiritual/personal as well as ethical/social. Does your 
double-belonging practice yield for you the fruits of peace and compassion? Does it deepen 
your personal peace and centeredness? Does it connect you with others in compassion and 
commitment?

I do believe that my own journey of Buddhist-Christian double belonging has yielded such 
fruits (though this claim is reliable only if confirmed by others). In the remainder of these reflec-
tions, I will try to explain why.

Part II: Two Masters, One Practice

Of the two incentives that move people to explore religious double belonging that I mentioned 
earlier—to explore more of the known Unknown and to deal with problems within one’s own 
tradition—the latter has been for me the more perceptible urge. Simply stated: I’ve had prob-
lems understanding, and accepting, what I have been taught about Jesus. I have, you might say, 
turned to Buddha to help resolve my problems, not with Jesus, but with the way Jesus has been 
understood in my tradition. My difficulties with Jesus are not personal but Christological. So 
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I begin this description of my own venture into double belonging with a review of “disputed 
questions” within the branch of Christian theology called Christology.

Questions About the Person and the Work of Jesus

Two of the most frequently recurring questions that I hear from Christians trying to make sense 
of what they believe about Jesus cluster around what in traditional Christology is called “the 
work of Christ” and “the person of Christ.”

Regarding the work of Christ, people sense a discomforting ambiguity when they ask them-
selves: “Just how does Jesus save me? How is he my savior?” I don’t think I am exaggerating at 
all in observing that within the mainline Christian churches, there is broad dissatisfaction with 
the atonement theory—the belief that Jesus’s death somehow paid the price that satisfied God’s 
wrath or demand for justice after the “original sin.”2 But what is to take the place of atonement?

Regarding the person and stature of Christ, there is broad, and I think growing, uneasiness 
with traditional claims about his uniqueness. If Christians, with the help of theologians, no 
longer believe in the traditional teaching that “outside the church there is no salvation,” many 
Christians are now struggling with the related claim “Outside of Jesus there is no salvation.”

Certainly, I am not suggesting that Buddhism provides clear, neat answers to these ques-
tions—nor that a dialogue with Buddhism is necessary for clarifying these issues. But I do want 
to show how a Christian’s conversation with Buddhism can provide some very welcome help.

A Buddhist Functional Analogy: Guru Yoga

For this dialogue with Buddhism, I’m using the notion of “functional analogy” as it is developed 
by my coauthor, Roger Haight, in our recent book Jesus and Buddha: Friends in Conversation 
(Haight 2015: 62–64). Functional analogies between two differing traditions would be those 
teachings or symbols that, despite their profound differences, serve similar purposes or respond 
to similar concerns and thus can offer possibilities of comparison that illumine and enrich each 
other.

The Tibetan Buddhist practice from which I would like to suggest some functional analogies 
with the saving role of Jesus is that of Guru Yoga, particularly as taught by my Buddhist teacher, 
Lama John Makransky. Translating this ancient practice into more intelligible language and 
engaging forms, Makransky teaches guru yoga as what he calls “benefactor practice” or “caring 
moments.” Acknowledging the difficulties in touching and trusting the reality of what Tibetan 
teachers call the Nature of Mind or Essence Love, Makransky follows the lead of traditional Tibetan 
teachers in recognizing the need most of us have for embodiments or visual representations of 
the Ultimate Reality that is beyond conceptual comprehension—which Tibetans call, among 
other images, the spacious, compassionate Nature of Mind. These are our benefactors.

While stressing that such benefactors can be ordinary people who have truly loved us and in 
whose company or whose memory we feel at peace, Makransky endorses the important role of 
what he calls “Spiritual Benefactors.” Spiritual Benefactors are the figures in our tradition who 
have, in a superlative, perhaps foundational way, embodied and so can communicate or reveal 
the Nature of Mind. For Buddhists, of course, the primary Spiritual Benefactor will be Buddha, 
or Tara, or one of the vast team of bodhisattvas. Makransky encourages Christians to welcome 
Jesus, as well as Mary, as their Spiritual Benefactor.

In the first phase of a meditation exercise, in what is called the “receiving mode,” the practi-
tioner is to visualize and truly feel the presence of the Spiritual Benefactor. Visualizations of the 
Benefactor are intense, particular, contextual, set in the vivid colors of what St. Ignatius in the 
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Jesuit Spiritual Exercises might call the “compositio loci.” The meditator is encouraged to feel the 
energy of the Benefactor’s love that embraces and holds one fully and penetrates, as Makransky 
puts it, into every cell of one’s body. After having received the love of the Benefactor into one’s 
total being, the practitioner, in the second step of this practice called “the extending mode,” 
extends the love to all sentient beings, in an exercise that resembles more familiar exercises such 
as metta or tonglen.

The final phase of this benefactor or guru practice, termed the “deepening mode,” is to let 
the images of the Benefactor dissolve and to allow oneself to merge non-conceptually into the 
Spaciousness or Essence-Love that was manifest and communicated through the Benefactor. 
This is the “non-conceptual” goal of the practice, in which we grow in awareness that there 
is essentially a nondual oneness between the Spiritual Benefactor and ourselves. We realize, or 
we start to wake up to, the nonduality between the Teacher and student, between Benefactor 
and recipient, between Savior and saved, within the vast cognizant, compassionate Space that 
contains and animates us all.3

“No Longer I but Christ”—Christ the Guru

In the retreats that I have given, in the spiritual direction that I have offered, and in my own 
practice, I have found that when Christians pass over to such Buddhist practices in which they 
visualize Jesus as their Spiritual Benefactor and then pass back to their Christian identity and 
beliefs, they can discover new, or deeper, ways of understanding and experiencing the person 
and the work of Jesus. The new insights or feelings cluster around what I think we can call St. 
Paul’s description of what it means to be a Christian: the 70 times in his letters that he uses the 
phrase “en Christo einei”—“to be in Christ Jesus.” This Buddhist benefactor practice, or guru 
yoga, functions analogously for the Christian as a way of waking up to what it means, or how 
it feels, “to be in Christ Jesus,” or to “put on the mind of Christ” (Phil. 2:5), or to be the body 
of Christ (I Cor. 12:27). Having gone through the visualization of Christ, having received of 
the love of Christ, having extended that love to all the others that make up his body, and finally 
having let the image go to fuse into the mystery of the risen Christ-Spirit, the Christian can 
pronounce, with clearer awareness and experience, Paul’s declaration of what every disciple of 
Christ should be able to feel and announce: “It is now no longer I who live; it is Christ living 
in/as me” (Gal 2:20).

This is salvation—not as an atoning process that takes place outside of oneself but as a uni-
tive experience that empowers, affirms, and transforms oneself. With Christ, one is a recipient 
and a conduit of the Essence-Love that Jesus called Abba. To be saved, therefore, is the nondual 
experience of being in Christ Jesus. In such an experience of salvation as “being in Christ Jesus,” 
Jesus certainly plays a very unique role. But it is a uniqueness that is, by its very nature, larger 
than Jesus and so shareable with other unique embodiments of Essence-Love or Spirit. This way 
of understanding how Jesus saves is inherently open to a mutuality of unique salvific medita-
tions. It leads to a full-throated endorsement of John B. Cobb Jr.’s announcement: “Jesus is the 
Way that is open to other Ways” (Cobb 1990: 91).

The Christology and soteriology that come out of our functional analogy with Tibetan Bud-
dhist guru-yoga—that is, one that understands and experiences Jesus’s saving role as a teacher-
embodiment of the Nature of Mind or Spacious Spirit—is not what in our tradition has been 
called a “constitutive Christology.” Salvation—or the offer and reception of the Spirit’s saving 
grace—is not constituted or caused by the Christ event; rather, it is expressed, revealed, embod-
ied in Jesus the Christ. Jesus saves in essentially the same way that the transcendent Buddha saves: 
not by constituting the Nature of Mind or God’s saving love, but by revealing, and so making it 
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effectively, present. Such a Christology is much closer to our tradition of Spirit-Christology and 
constitutes what might be a called a sacramental, rather than a constitutive, soteriology.4

A Buddhist Functional Analogy Regarding Salvation: the Primacy  
of Wisdom/Compassion

New Testament scholars remind us that the reality of Christian salvation has to do with realizing 
the vision at the heart of Jesus’s message: the Basileia tou Theou—the Rule of God, or as John B. 
Cobb Jr. translates Basileia, the Commonwealth of God. (Cobb 2006: 137–150) “Seek first the 
Commonwealth of God and its justice, and all these things shall be given to you” (Matt. 6:33). 
Buddhists, I want to suggest, can offer Christians help—for some of us, vital help—in wrestling 
successfully with the questions that every Christian activist faces: How are we to carry on this 
task of successfully “seeking” God’s Commonwealth? And what is it in the Commonwealth of 
God that must come “first”? If “justice” is essential, how can we seek and realize it?

A Buddhist “functional analogy” that can offer Christians both challenge and guidance in 
dealing with these questions has to do with the centrality of prajna and karuna in Buddhist 
teaching and practice. For all Buddhists, and especially for my Tibetan tradition, one can carry 
out the job of being a bodhisattva only if one has experienced—or begun to experience—the 
wisdom (prajna) that produces compassion (karuna). Prajna is what one knows when one begins 
to wake up to the interconnectedness or the inter-being of all reality. Realizing that one’s very 
being or self is not one’s own but the being of all other selves, one will naturally—that is, auto-
matically, necessarily—feel compassion for all sentient beings.

So for Buddhists, “to know” is “to love.” You’re going to have trouble loving if you first don’t 
know—if you first don’t start waking up to the way things really are. In terms of my Dzogchen 
practice: if the Nature of Mind is Essence-Love, then to wake up to and feel Essence-Love is, 
naturally, to feel such Love extending through and as oneself. What this implies for Christian 
activists is summed up by Thich Nhat Hanh when he somewhat sharply reminds his Christian 
friends who are committed to working for the peace of God’s Commonwealth: To make peace, 
one first has to be peace (Thich Nhat Hanh 1992: 95). Unless one has achieved some degree of 
peace within one’s own being and consciousness, the effort to bring peace to our complex, 
violent world will be either hamstrung or become counterproductive.

How to Seek First the Commonwealth of God and Its Justice?

A Christian dialogue with the Buddhist teaching on the primacy of wisdom/compassion can 
provide guidance in grasping what it is in the Commonwealth of God that we “seek first.” 
Expanding on the insights that Lama John Makransky has laid out in an essay in Theological 
Studies, I suggest that Buddhists are calling Christians to recognize (or reaffirm) the subtle, but 
real, primacy of contemplation over action, and of compassion over justice (Makransky 2014: 635–657).

The primacy of contemplation over action: in stressing that we must be peace to make peace, 
Thich Nhat Hanh is asserting what I believe we can call the primacy of contemplation before 
action. He is holding up to Christians the Buddhist conviction that we can, and we must, 
undergo—or be undergoing—a profound personal transformation before we can “wisely” 
interact with the world around us. Given the causes and conditions, or the social construction, 
of everyone’s life, we are born into a fundamental ignorance that we must deal with before we 
can begin to truly know who and what we and the world really are. If we don’t overcome this 
ignorance before or as we go about the task of fixing the world’s problems, we’re probably only 
going to cause more problems.
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 Christians might here respond that this is nothing new. Christian spiritual teachers 
have always stressed the necessity of both contemplation and action. True. But if Buddhists have 
much to learn from Christians about what kind of action must arise out of contemplation (that 
is, socially transformative action), Christians need to learn from Buddhists why action without 
contemplation is unsustainable and dangerous.5

 Buddhist practice or contemplation aims at a nondual experience of our inter-being 
or reciprocal interdependence with what is ultimate (the Nature of Mind/Spirit). It is an expe-
rience in which we realize and wake up to the fact that all our concepts, all our feelings, all our 
understandings of what is happening to us and to others are both an expression of, and at the same 
time, a distraction from the underlying interconnecting Spirit or Spacious Awareness that holds 
all. When we are in touch with that inner Space/Spirit, when we don’t reify our concepts of self 
or others, we find ourselves able to do two things as we confront the world of suffering: we can 
accept and we can deal with all that happens. This is what sustains us in our action and enables 
us to keep acting and connecting, even when nothing seems to change. Only when we deeply 
realize that all is well as it is because it is held by and expressive of Essence-Love, only then can 
we freely and relentlessly act to transform it.

 In this way, we are peace. And this is what sustains us in working for the Common-
wealth of God. This is what comes first. No matter what happens, no matter how much failure 
or opposition, if we are peace, we will continue to try to make peace.6 So while the Jesuits are 
correct that our ideal is to realize “contemplation in action,” action remains the fruit of contem-
plation. Neither is simply absorbed into the other. In familiar and traditional Christian terms, 
while grace always yields good works, while in the doing of good works we experience grace, 
still, grace holds the priority. So the Dominicans are also right: action cannot simply take the 
place of contemplation.7

The primacy of compassion over justice: but contemplation manifests its priority not only by 
sustaining action but also by guiding it. This, I believe, is what Thich Nhat Hanh is getting 
at when he goes on, more uncomfortably but also more fruitfully, to challenge the Christian 
insistence on the “preferential option for the oppressed.” God, the Buddhist teacher reminds his 
Christian friends, doesn’t have preferences. God—or in the language of my Tibetan practice, 
Essence-Love—embraces all beings—poor and rich, oppressed and oppressor—equally (Thich 
Nhat Hanh 1995: 79–81).

Here, Buddhists like Thich Nhat Hanh and Lama John Makransky are making their claim 
that compassion must take priority over justice. So if Christians feel the need to remind Buddhists 
that compassion without justice—that is, without reform of structural injustice—is not enough 
to relieve suffering, Buddhists in turn remind Christians that if there can be no peace without 
justice, there can also be no justice without compassion.

But this Buddhist challenge is also a reminder of what Jesus himself taught. People will know 
who are Jesus’s disciples not by their work for justice, but by their love for each other. Jesus’ 
“first commandment” is love, not justice (  John 13: 35). Of course, love will call for justice, but 
we are here talking about priorities. And when Jesus added that our neighbors whom we are 
to love must also include our enemies—those who oppress us or others, he was calling on us to 
love our enemies as much as we love our friends, which means loving the oppressor as much 
as we love the oppressed. This doesn’t mean we will not confront our enemies and oppressors. 
But our primary motivation for doing so will not be the demand of justice but the demand of 
love. We will confront oppressors with what Makransky calls “a fierce compassion” (Makransky 
2014: 684).

And as we witness in the lives of practitioners of nonviolent or non-hating resistance, such 
as Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and Archbishop Romero, our hopes for transforming the 
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hearts of oppressors and so transforming oppressive structures are greatly enhanced when the 
oppressors know and can feel that we are confronting them not simply because we disagree 
with them but also, and primarily, because we love and value them. As the Dhammapada simply 
but powerfully announces: “Hatred can never cease through hatred in this world; through love 
alone it ceases. This is an eternal law” (Dhammapada 1:1).

And here, I suggest, Buddhists are offering us Christians an opportunity to clarify, perhaps 
reform, our soteriology—our doctrine on how Jesus brings about “salvation,” or how Jesus 
“redeems.” My teacher in Rome back in the 60s, Bernard Lonergan, SJ, called it the “lex crucis” 
– the “law of the cross” (Lonergan 2018: 223–249). The saving power of the cross and the 
death of Jesus on this instrument of execution lies not in some kind of atonement or satisfac-
tion theory according to which the sufferings and death of Jesus were the price to be paid to 
satisfy the justice or even the wrath of an infinitely offended Deity. Rather, the cross can save 
a world wracked by the sufferings caused by greed and hatred and violence by embodying and 
making clear the transformative, redemptive power of nonviolent love. Jesus died on the cross 
not because the Father willed it but because he refused, as the Dhammapada counsels, to answer 
hatred with hatred. Rather than answering the violence of the colonizing Romans and their 
local collaborators with his own violence, rather than abandoning his mission of proclaiming 
the Commonwealth of God, he responded with love and trust and, as the Latin American mar-
tyrs express it, he “disappeared.”

And the power of this embodiment of nonviolent love was such that after he died, his follow-
ers, gathered around the table to break bread and remember him, realized that who he was and 
what he did he was still alive in them. His example of love confronting hatred, of nonviolence 
responding to violence, became an active presence that they called the risen Christ-Spirit; it 
transformed their lives with the power to go and do likewise. To be so transformed is to be 
redeemed and saved. His followers share in his “Christ-nature,” just as the followers of Buddha 
continue to realize their “Buddha-nature.”

To conclude: in speaking of my own experience of following my two Masters, Jesus and 
Buddha, I believe I am speaking for and to the actual or potential experience of others. I do 
believe that John Dunne, so many years ago, offered a vision that was richer than he ever imag-
ined—that living in and being nourished by multiple religious traditions is indeed “the spiritual 
adventure of our time.”

Notes
1 Recently, Perry Schmidt Leukel, in his Gifford Lectures of 2015, has offered his “fractal interpretation 

of religious diversity” and shown how such differences between the religions are also found within each 
of them, thus revealing that, paradoxically and dialogically, the religions are similar in their differences. 
See Schmidt-Leukel 2017: 222–246. Also: Race and Knitter 2019.

2 For a review of the discussion on atonement and soteriology in contemporary Christian theology, see 
Haight 1999: 335–362.

3 This benefactor practice is laid out clearly and practically in Makransky’s Awakening through Love (2007).
4 I have tried to explore this more amply in Knitter 2009: 114–130.
5 Roger Haight and I tried to explore this more coherently in our Jesus and Buddha: Friends in Conversation 

(Haight 2015: Chapters 10 and 11).
6 This dialogue with Buddhism helps resolve the controversy over the meaning of the Greek preposition 

“entos” in Jesus’s declaration in Luke 17:21 that “the Reign of God is “entos humon.” Is it “among” 
you all, or “within” each of you? It must be both. To work wisely for the social Commonwealth of God 
among all of us, each of us must nurture the personal Commonwealth of God within each of us.

7 Both the Jesuit and the Dominican ideals are necessary: both the Jesuit maxim “contemplatio in 
actione” and the Dominican “contemplata aliis tradere” (passing on to others what one had realized in 
contemplation).
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Buddhist-Christian dialogue is a laborious and to most people abstruse undertaking. It needs 
to be sustained by a strong motivation, or by a real need. Missionary and apologetical purpose 
can lead to a real interreligious breakthrough, as with Ippolito Desideri, SJ (1684–1733), who 
wrote: “the mind of one who listens to, studies, and analyzes one’s own and another’s religions 
with the ears and eyes of intelligence will be adorned with incomparable knowledge of religion” 
(quoted, Lopez & Jinpa 2017: 89). Today, I suggest, the strongest motivation comes from our 
need to find our bearings and to present the Christian message luminously to ourselves and oth-
ers. Christian theology, as faith seeking understanding, no longer meets Buddhism as a puzzle 
from elsewhere, but rather as a beloved partner in a shared questioning after the real, a wider 
spiritual exploration than theology has hitherto practiced. What we have glimpsed of the new 
styles of thought here emergent makes much of what theologians discuss today seem parochial 
and obsessive. A notable case of such narrowness is the jaded discussion of religions and the 
question of salvation, a stilted clerical topic that has blighted the joyful Christian embrace of 
Buddhist insights. Buddhist questions have now come to dwell within the domain of Christian 
theology just as questions of Greek metaphysics did in the patristic period. Or rather, Buddhism 
is imposing itself as our intimate religious neighbor, our significant other, second only to Juda-
ism in this role. Christian theology today can fully thrive only if it needs and loves Judaism, and 
the same is becoming true of its relation to Buddhism.

Here, I would like to reflect on two conditions under which the Buddhist-Christian rela-
tionship may flourish. First, the two religions must endure together the crisis of religious tra-
ditions in the modern world and help one another to sift what is living from what is dead in 
their inherited lore (as well as reassessing the status and function of their scriptural and doctrinal 
discourse). Second, the two must step back down to their living core, in contemplative enjoy-
ment of it. These two conditions may be called “kenosis” and “quietism,” respectively. Kenosis 
accepts being stripped of burdensome legacies and reduced to the bare essentials; quietism leaves 
off from anxious striving and regrounds faith and the action of faith in a prior deep enjoyment 
of the gracious message, laced with numinous presence, offered by each tradition.

7
MEETING IN KENOSIS

Joseph S. O’Leary
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Crisis as Kenosis and Grace

The many forms of critical theology developed since the Enlightenment have led to reas-
sessments of the nature and function of doctrinal traditions. That process of taking stock is 
deepened and clarified as Christianity rediscovers itself as neighboring Buddhism in a wider 
interreligious space. The critical arsenal of Buddhism, for instance in its reflection on “conven-
tional truth” and “skillful means,” expands the questions theology has been forced to ask but 
does so in a way that makes for serene religious resolution in contemplative awareness. This 
exposure alters the texture of Christian discourse, giving a new lucidity and persuasiveness to 
our basic language about God, Christ, the Spirit, redemption, salvation, and grace. What is 
most blocking this transformation, aside from a still entrenched lack of curiosity about our Bud-
dhist neighbors, is our clinging to past representations and our unwillingness to recognize the 
need to reconceive them or, as the case may be, to quietly set them aside. We need a seasoned 
hermeneutic of questioning and assessment, to be brought to bear continuously on all elements 
of tradition, not in iconoclastic dismissal or hasty closure, but as a self-conscious awareness that 
becomes a permanent feature of Christian thought, and that is greatly enhanced and sharpened 
by acquaintance with Buddhism. Faith that seeks understanding will find it by espousing the 
open texture of the modern mind, its perpetual self-questioning, both in the hard sciences and 
the human sciences (including scripture scholarship, theology, and religious studies), and this 
will enable it to consider Buddhist questions non-defensively, in eager interaction. What I am 
sketching here is not an unreal utopia, but the happy experience of many Christian thinkers and 
practitioners today as they move back and forth between the Buddhist and Christian registers 
in every department of their lives.

To speak thus calmly of a Buddhist refocusing of Christian discourse may be to understate 
the scope of the transformation that is promised. The questions that bother religious think-
ers today are vaster and more searching than those managed by traditional theology and even 
those of traditional Buddhism. There are many other ways to respond to nagging questions 
about ultimate meaning, paths of action, and imagination that religious codes cannot fully 
map or control. On the specifically theological front, our new cultural contexts enlarge the 
coordinates of the ancient debates or spell a new positioning of those debates within a more 
comprehensive historical vision. But such growth in theological insight, in the umpteenth 
efforts at an aggiornamento of tradition, is but the shadow cast by a deeper change going 
on in the obscure depths of individual and collective consciousness. The emergent ques-
tions go beyond critical retrieval of the past and imaginative rethinking of its values. They 
include the following: How can the human project be set on a salutary course in a world of 
unprecedented dangers (nuclear and ecological) and daunting challenges? How are we being 
reshaped by technology and the sciences, and how can these acquire a salutary role? How do 
we rethink religious traditions to make them a help rather than a hindrance to the required 
human revolution? How do we stand most authentically, most freely, and most creatively 
before reality, and how is this ultimate gracious reality to be perceived or conceived? What 
possibilities of contemplative vision does our culture yield? The obscure questionings of 
twentieth-century prophetic artists such as Kafka, Rilke, Beckett, and Celan could be reassur-
ingly placed in comprehensive theological frameworks, as in Guardini’s remarkable study of 
Rilke in the 1950s (2016), but it is more fruitful to register the elements in those writers that 
theology is at a loss to understand. The questions that gnaw at them can show up the stilted 
nature of how theology formulates and answers questions. These writers are bellwethers of 
humanity’s deepest malaise and its search for convincing hope and for contemplative attune-
ment to bedrock spiritual realities.
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Buddhist and Christian minds (as well as many secular philosophical minds) are meeting as 
they struggle together to grasp what the ancient Mahāyāna sources mean by “emptiness” and as 
Nāgārjuna becomes a more familiar voice to some theologians than the Hebrew prophets (and 
a more familiar authority to some philosophers than Kant or Wittgenstein). Theologians such as 
John P. Keenan (1995) and Perry Schmidt-Leukel (2019) show Madhyamaka language becom-
ing a natural idiom in theology. What is afoot here has a deeper, more existential thrust than 
speculative engagement with texts and concepts, for it corresponds to an epochal change in the 
way modern humanity is positioning itself before ultimate reality. The intellectual fascination 
with Buddhism cannot be confined to academic procedures but spills over into more existential 
concerns, obscure gropings after meaning, which play at the fringes of the mind and through-
out our troubled societies. When our minds meet in ruminations on emptiness, we are in one 
degree or another actually living emptiness, both as abandonment of familiar moorings and 
as a promise of spiritual liberation. This wider or deeper existential context also plays around 
the edges of our academic discussions, however much their protocol might endeavor to keep 
it at bay. It is an insistent horizon that demands to be brought to more explicit consciousness. 
The Buddhist texts we deal with are themselves nudging us all the time back to that prior level 
where one engages, individually and collectively, the great matter of life and death, or what 
David Loy (1996) has diagnosed as a pervasive experience of lack.

There is a specific feature of contemporary Christian experience that lends new urgency and 
depth to the emerging interreligious consciousnesss. This feature is an experience of kenosis, an 
emptying out of ancient securities that thrusts us back on a radical poverty before God. It is an 
experience of crisis, and perhaps of death and resurrection. “Kenosis” is a grandiose theologi-
cal word, and others will prefer to characterize the experience in question as one of collapse, 
decay, the death of God, the end game, the “melancholy, long, withdrawing roar” of “the Sea 
of Faith” heard by Matthew Arnold in “Dover Beach,” the “dreary hopeless irreligion,” deplored 
by Newman (1994: 217), “that condition of the whole race, so fearfully yet exactly described in 
the Apostle’s words, ‘having no hope and without God in the world,’ ” or simply the inevitable 
and irreversible process of secularization. Theology has been facing up to this ordeal for the last 
two centuries, whether in robust and sophisticated restatements of biblical faith that may draw 
the suspicion of a defensive restorationism, or in calls for a radical restatement of the old faith 
in terms of new horizons of understanding. Karl Barth is the iconic representative of the first 
current, Paul Tillich of the second. Tillich belatedly saw the need of a full-scale encounter with 
Buddhism. That encounter is now underway, and it entails a long negotiation in which the old 
wine of tradition must be poured into new bottles at the cost of who knows what alterations, 
renunciations, and paradigm shifts. This emptying out of tradition can be cheerfully compared 
with revolutions in science or art in which old forms are smashed to make way for the new. 
Or it can be compared with the biblical accounts of how Israel, crushed and desolated, is won-
drously restored when the Lord does a new thing, or with moments in church history when a 
new effusion of the Holy Spirit revives lagging zeal and creates new forms of religious vision 
and practice. Linking up with the religious forces of Buddhism might well provide the Church 
with a major source of such renewal today. But before adopting this consoling outlook, we need 
first to deepen the experience of kenosis and to grasp it in its essence. Faced with crisis we must 
first learn to undergo it, to let it take its toll on our consciousness, in the spirit of what T.S. 
Eliot voiced: “I said to my soul, be still, and let the dark come upon you/ Which shall be the 
darkness of God” (“East Coker”).

Kenosis (as Eliot often insists) applies to our speech. Die Sprache spricht (Heidegger) only when 
it is purged of all hollow chat (Gerede) and arises naturally as a response to Being. Vimalakīrti, 
one of the most engaging kenotic figures of Buddhist legend, shockingly dismisses as mere 
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prapañca (empty talk) a hallowed formula: “suffering is to be known, arising is to be destroyed, 
cessation is to be attained, the path is to be practiced” (The Teaching of Vimalakīrti 5.3). Mahāyāna 
Buddhism, including Zen, abounds in remarks to the same effect. The religious mind, like the 
philosophical one, keeps a vigilant and skeptical eye on all its utterances. This begins at the most 
basic level, for the commandment not to take God’s name in vain stops us in our tracks as soon 
as we indulge in battalogia (Mt 6:7). Kenosis at this level prepares the theologian to treat critically 
the constructions of systematic doctrine and of scholastic speculation.

The question is pressed continuously on Christian and Buddhist thinkers today: “What is 
your religion about?” It is a question that does not brook bland responses and that has already 
tested and discredited a multitude of unsatisfying answers. It threatens to reduce the whole 
tradition to rubble and certainly spells a chastened, leaner, poorer vision, inimical to the dog-
matism of catechisms and the extravagances of popular religion as much as to any inflated 
speculative constructions. Even the treasures of Christian art, such as Michelangelo and Bach, 
are not immune to kenotic deflation. They speak from a glorious past, irretrievable today for 
essential reasons. The same is true of Buddhist art, which becomes a merely antiquarian interest 
if shielded from a modern critical gaze. It is not a virtue to sink back uncritically into the devo-
tional postures of the past. They must all be sifted and emptied, assessed as skillful or unskillful 
means, as we strive to articulate the authentic reality of what these traditions envisaged, as cur-
rently available. The kenotic awareness of how fragile and makeshift all our historical religious 
languages are prompts us to name them “conventional truth” and to see the entire fabric of 
theological discourse as pervaded by conventionality. Buddhism assures us that this sensibility 
does not necessarily lead to skepticism and “the death of God,” but rather frees our language to 
function as skillful means for attunement to “ultimate truth” (see O’Leary 2015).

The step back from the God of dogmatic theology to the God of lived experience in Chris-
tianity and the step back to empty, dependently arising phenomena in Buddhism poses for both 
religions a similar temptation, that of a total relativism, conventionalism, or nominalism in regard 
to basic doctrine. The doctrines of divine immutability, simplicity, omniscience, omnipotence, 
and so on might seem completely incompatible with a warm phenomenology of a God who 
is mobile, dialogical, loving, and who in various theological projects is seen as evolving with 
his creatures and open to growth and change. As Perry Schmidt-Leukel (2016) shows, Bud-
dhism, too, acknowledged, under different names—nirvān․a, Buddha nature, tathāgatagarbha—
an unconditioned and transcendent reality that is no less irreducible than the God of biblical and 
dogmatic tradition. The negotiation between these two poles is perhaps the most fundamental 
theological issue for both religions. At the level of spirituality, we must abstain from obsessive 
fixation on these ultimates, but also from a nihilistic disrespect. The discourse surrounding 
them, in both religions, is such as to discourage any positive utterance other than humble ven-
eration. It tells us what cannot be said and exposes as a category error the ascription to God of 
any finite limitation or the ascription to nirvān․a of anything conditioned.

It can be argued that even in Nāgārjuna, nirvān․a and “ultimate truth” are non-relativizable, 
however much our linguistic pointers to them remain bound to the conventional register (see 
Berger 2010). Every so often discourse on the ultimate will call a halt to ambitiously climbing 
towers of curious inquiry, a halt not only in the name of lived religious experience and the limits 
of language, but also in the name of the ultimate reality itself, which repels our hubris: “Go 
back, sons of men, even to the dust!” (Ps. 90:3). Even though the language that affirms ultimate 
reality, even when placed on the lips of God, is not itself ultimate, or beyond critique and revi-
sion, yet as the product of centuries-long efforts at articulation by the best religious thinkers, 
it is a bulwark against facile revolutionary proposals that do not wait on the true revolution 
taking place in the depths of our minds and our culture. That quiet and sober transformation 
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will be lived by Buddhists and Christians together, and the new styles of thinking they forge 
together will draw on the deepest insights of both the Buddhist and the Christian past. This 
unprecedented Buddhist-Christian conversation ranges widely over individual and collective 
experience, and by drawing on the two sources instead of remaining cooped up within a single 
tradition bring a “fusion of horizons” that shakes us into new encounter with the real, for the 
real announces itself where both language games fall short. Such cogitations might have seemed 
strained and recondite in the past, but today’s religious situation pushes us to them, so that they 
appear as undeniable givens. Mirroring each other’s poverty, the two religions find themselves 
chasteningly reduced and simplified, and in that very reduction recover their essential purpose, 
as pointers to and vehicles of a surpassing treasure. From that standpoint of reduction, all the 
complexities of tradition come into luminous array in terms of their fitness or unfitness to attest 
and bear that treasure.

A Quietist Turn

As this symbiosis with Buddhist thought is promising to transform Christian theology, a more 
radical change is happening at the level of our fundamental stance toward ultimate or divine 
reality, again with much prompting from Buddhism. We are being pushed toward a new experi-
ence of kenosis, which reconnects us with Christian traditions of radical abandonment, with the 
mystical darkness of the Pseudo-Dionysius or of Meister Eckhart and his successors, the “prayer 
of quiet” of the Quietists, the “abandonment to divine providence” counseled by Jean Pierre 
de Caussade, SJ (1675–1751), and finally the “little way” of St Thérèse of Lisieux (1873–97). 
“The prayer of quiet is as old as prayer” (Bremond 2006, 4.733). “One rests in it, one ceases in 
it to form concepts, to reflect, to reason, to produce affections, to take resolutions, in a word 
to ‘discourse’ as the philosophers put it, or to ‘meditate’ as the spiritual put it” (734). Today 
the once much controverted Guía espiritual of Miguel Molinos (1628–96) and the Maximes des 
Saints of Archbishop François Fénelon (1651–1715) are treasured Christian classics. The thirst 
for simplicity, for the pulse of living religion, raises these works on the theological scale, while 
scholastic elucubrations find an ever lower, though still respectable place.

Hundreds of classical spiritual guides have advocated radical kenosis under the name of 
“detachment” or “resignation,” Meister Eckhart’s Abgeschiedenheit and Gelassenheit, or more 
comprehensively, “humility” (Cornille 2020). Eckhart (2008: 550–571) urges us, in his Sermon 
52 titled Beati pauperes spiritu, to will nothing at all, to know nothing at all, and to have noth-
ing at all. Spiritual freedom means casting off the burden of a willing self, living instead from 
moment to moment in loving responsiveness to what is present. The “self ” is not present, but 
distracts from presence, makes us absent from our own reality and that of world, neighbor, and 
God. The libido sciendi, whether it sends us plunging into the bowels of libraries or frittering 
away our time on mere curiosity, is a shackle too.

Eckhart goes further, urging us to be nothing at all, or to recognize that we have being 
only as it is begged from the divine. This is in stark contrast with Aquinas’s recognition of 
the inherent reality of creaturely being. The long reach of Plotinus’s negative theology of 
the One is seen in Eckhart’s claim that God himself, though defined as being, is ultimately 
subject to an astonishing kenosis: the final reality of deity is beyond being, and God takes the 
figure of being only simultaneously with the production of creatures (see Pasqua 2006). To 
what extent is this tradition drunk on speculation rather than cleaving to the actual phenom-
ena apprehended in contemplation? Luther no doubt provides a sturdier gospel basis for the 
experience of kenosis and grace in his famous last words: “Wir sein Pettler. Hoc est Verum (We 
are beggars. This is true).”
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Surrender to God is not a protection against error, since it is so easily mixed up with sur-
render to one’s own ego or id, as in the charade clue: begins in “mist,” centers on “I,” and 
ends in “schism.” The interesting propositions of Eckhart, Molinos, and Fénelon condemned 
by John XXII (In agro domenico, 1329), Innocent XI (Coelestis Pastor, 1687), and Innocent XII 
(Cum alias, 1699) respectively remain a useful map of potential deviations and a nudge against 
blind enthusiasm. Mindfulness must be a critical attention to the real, a constant correction of 
the junk that fills our minds and pervades our culture. To rest in the Lord is not to fall asleep 
but to be newly wakeful.

Is all this a passive and indolent kind of religion, which would be reproved by Buddhists, 
with their unrelenting stress on discipline, concentration, and asceticism? The Buddhist zeal 
in identifying every class of taint (kleśa) or obstruction (āvaran. a) (D’Amato 66–74, 131–41) 
that impedes progress toward enlightenment, and the vast medicine chest of specific antidotes 
brought to bear on their systematic removal, suggest a businesslike religion of active interven-
tion rather than one that calmly coasts on an ocean of divine love and mercy.

Study of the doctrine of Grace, from Augustine to Luther and beyond, does seem to suggest 
that Christianity itself is fundamentally a passive religion. Its basis is the grateful reception of 
a divine gift, and any actions it undertakes are an outflow of that. Hence the great Augustin-
ian slogans: “Da quod iubes, et iube quod vis (Give what you command, and command what you 
will)” (Confessions 10.45) and “Dilige, et quod vis fac (Love, and do what you will)” (In Ep. Ioan-
nis ad Parthos 7.8). God does all the work. Lutheran piety is even more scandalous to those of 
Pelagian bent (as perhaps we all are). Justification is totally gratuitous, as underlined by Charlotte 
Eliot in her 1835 hymn: “Just as I am, and waiting not/ To rid my soul of one dark blot/ To 
Thee whose blood can cleanse each spot,/ O Lamb of God, I come.” Charles Wesley in a hymn 
of 1738 strikes the same note:

He left His Father’s throne above,
So free, so infinite His grace;. . .
’Tis mercy all, immense and free;
For, O my God, it found out me.

If Justification is a pure gift, received in faith, Sanctification, too, is wholly a gift, a work of 
grace, as another hymnist, Daniel Iverson, attests in 1926: “Melt me, mold me, fill me, use 
me./ Spirit of the Living God, fall afresh on me.” It took centuries for the early church to step 
back to the awareness of the primacy of grace, voiced by Augustine, and still more centuries 
until Luther retrieved the Pauline teaching on the free, and freeing, justification of the sinner. 
Christianity can best respond to its present crises by rediscovering Grace. Indeed, that should 
be a self-evident truism.

I would distinguish Eckhart’s existential kenosis from a speculative kenosis of the kind pro-
posed 30 years back by Masao Abe in his debates with theologians. When Eckhart used the 
language of God emptying himself, he may have launched that ill-fated speculative tradition, 
but perhaps his discourse can be saved by reading it primarily as a concrete phenomenology of 
how we experience the encounter with the divine. In Philippians 2:6–7, Christ sheds “the form 
of God,” but it is the human Jesus who empties himself in exemplary humility and obedience 
before the divine majesty (in contrast with the pride of disobedient Adam who thought “equal-
ity with God a thing to be grasped”). There is not much here to nourish kenotic speculation, 
and indeed the Bible generally thwarts the speculative libido, always bringing us back to the 
phenomena. Christian theology drew on Greek metaphysics for its defense and articulation of 



Meeting in Kenosis

83

the foundational phenomena, but there was an inherent tension in this Athens–Jerusalem syn-
thesis. When that tension was played down, the phenomena were processed through metaphysi-
cal filters estranged from the language of Scripture. In Buddhism, likewise, a similar story is told: 
scholastic developments lost touch with the phenomena they were supposed to be defending, 
which prompted the Mahāyāna step back to the correct vision of dependently arising phenom-
ena, with an accent on their empty quality.

Buddhist Passivity

“Be still, and know that I  am God” (Ps. 46:10) is an imperative that Christian theology is 
heeding anew. This is fundamentally in deep accord with the turn toward Buddhism. First, 
many of the obstructions Buddhism seeks to dismantle are ones that also impede Christians 
from opening to grace, particularly the deluded obsession with self that underlines our anxiety 
to get things done and to be productive. Buddhism, too, encourages a wise passivity that lies 
deeper than frenzied action and its associated mental obsessions, narrowing of focus, and spir-
itual bondage. The essence of Buddhist wisdom is a quiet, steady attention to the true texture 
of the real, which Buddhism analyzes as dependent arising. There are no phenomena that are 
not dependent arisings, so the dogmatic assertion of stable substances and identities must be set 
aside. But the other extreme of dogmatic negation is also overcome by consciousness of depend-
ent arising. Living each occasion as it arises and passes, one is freed from the need to carry 
around the painful burden of a metaphysical self, as well as all the fixated desires, ambitions, 
and obligation that are rooted in the agenda of self. But in letting self and its obsessions go, one 
is not letting everything go in a nihilistic sense. Rather, one delights in the texture of samsaric 
existence, which begins to have glimmers of nirvanic calm.

Collectively, our ideological, political, or religious identities can be treated as provisional and 
conventional constructs to be used adroitly in the give-and-take of social relationships. There 
is no “Buddhism,” no “Christianity,” except as names for provisional use in lived contexts. But 
neither does “emptiness” prescribe that one give up on religious traditions; rather it deepens 
a healing sense of their dependently arisen status, and in doing so makes them more useful for 
the purposes of spiritual and social liberation. Thus, Nāgārjuna’s seemingly arcane dictum turns 
out to have many practical realizations: “Dependent origination we declare to be emptiness. It 
[emptiness] is a dependent concept; just that is the middle path” (Root Verses of the Middle Way 
24:18, trans. M. Siderits and S. Katsura).

Religions are pledged to know and proclaim reality, and in principle they must purge them-
selves of all that is hollow or dubious. Religions are also wildly imaginative and may claim that 
without this dimension of fantasy they could not effectively convey their vision of the real. Yet 
unreality easily slips in here, and a return to older plainer traditions supplies a necessary criti-
cal curb. Buddhism is a practice, and as such steps back again and again to its ascetic origins as 
reflected in such teachings as the Dhammapada. Consider its chapter on the self:

If a man so shapes his life as he directs others, then, subduing himself well, he might 
indeed subdue (others), since the self is indeed difficult to subdue. The self is the lord 
of self who else could be the lord? With self well subdued a man finds a lord who is 
difficult to obtain. (attā hi attano nātho, ko hi nātho paro siyā? attanā hi sudantena, nātham. 
labhati dullabham. .) The evil done by oneself, born of oneself, produced by oneself, 
crushes the fool even as diamond breaks a precious stone (vv. 159–61).

(trans. S. Radhakrishnan)
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Here is a basic existential wisdom, which extends far beyond Buddhism. We find it in the 
Bhagavad-gîtâ:

The self alone can be a friend to the self,
And the self alone can be an enemy of the self.
For him who has conquered his self by the self,
The self is a friend;
But for him whose self is not conquered,
The self remains hostile, like an enemy.

(6.5–6; trans. W. Sargeant)

Perhaps when any religion takes this purgative turn back to the bare essentials of its practice, it 
finds a new commonality with universal human wisdom.

That chastening asceticism is equally present in the basic theoretical insights of the reli-
gion, such as the account of the three marks of existence: impermanence, painfulness, and 
non-self. In the Dhammapada, the self that is lord of the self is not some other instance but 
simply the self itself, the agent that we are, and the moral and spiritual message of the text is 
verified in everyday experience without any need of ontological reflection on the nature and 
status of the self. This self-mastery, a discipline of vigilant attention at the service of moral 
action, is the point of departure of the Buddhist quest for the real. Our libido sciendi leads 
us to revel in the pyrotechnics of Buddhist philosophy, in the Madhyamaka and Yogācāra 
systems, yet these too claim to free up access to bedrock reality and condemn themselves if 
their elaborate cogitations lead to a departure from it. As in Christianity, all this practical and 
intellectual activity is at the service of a deeper passivity, in which one lets God, or the Spirit 
of God, or reality itself work in us, in kenosis and grace.

God and Self in the Psalms

“If you want to know God, look at Jesus Christ” is the motto of Christocentric theologies that 
take their cue from John 1:18. In terms of method and hermeneutics, this is to put the cart 
before the horse. To know God, the first step is to tune in to reality as such, in quiet mindful-
ness. The second step is to seek out the God of Israel, in a step back to the bedrock prayer of 
both Judaism and Christianity, the Psalms, which can bring believers to a sharper grasp of the 
essence of their religious investment. The Psalms can even bring biblical believers closer to their 
Buddhist neighbors, since they provide an education in non-self. The one praying is not an 
immutable soul or a detached intellect but a subject situated in the carnal and ever-changing 
here and now. “My heart and my flesh” and not my detached soul “rejoice in the living God” 
(Ps. 84:2). Each time we pray the Psalms, we are a different self. It is this ever-changing and 
indefinable self that we place before the divine interlocutor. And here we meet non-self again, 
for God, too, is different every time. It is as if we cast on a screen all our projections about him, 
never very sophisticated, and often so primitive and anthropomorphic as to make theologians 
blush. These are a reaching out into an empty infinite, skillful means for entering the cloud of 
unknowing. Some of the matter of the Psalms is remote and exotic, but this too can be a skill-
ful means.

The Psalms offer not only a voice to the one praying (or to the community who can join as 
one in raising their plea or their praise to the Most High) but also stages the responsive divine 
voice. This again is a skillful means. But that does not mean that the scriptural words lost all 
weight or melt into a vaguely troubling metaphorical morass. In Buddhism, skillful means is the 
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dharma in its effective reality, as communicated, and the highest virtue of a bodhisattva, coequal 
with the perfection of wisdom, is skill in means. Skill in recognizing and responding to skillful 
means is the art required of one who prays the Psalms. That is not a question of sophisticated 
hermeneutics but of a contemplative eye or ear for the essential: “I will hear what the Lord God 
will speak” (Ps. 85:8).

Meditation on the Psalms brings deepening insight that all their words and gestures are 
skillful means for engaging with something that exceeds what they can grasp or name. And 
we step back then again to silence, sitting quietly in the presence of ordinary reality, which is 
nearest to hand, and letting it speak to us in silence, with whatever glimmers of divinity it may 
bear. Reduced to bedrock, in radical poverty, a questioning, trusting faith finds itself near to 
the Buddhist sense of samsaric existence as impermanent, painful, non-self, and empty. The 
clear-sighted acceptance of that reality is tonic, even salvific. A trusting embrace of the samsaric 
real bring access to its gracious, even nirvanic aspect. Religion rediscovers its validity when 
anchored in such attunement to the real. Buddhism and Christianity meet at the level of this 
opening to the real in an attitude of poverty and emptiness, clinging to nothing. The Psalms 
are a school in honesty about the ills of sam․ sāra and of patience and resignation in bearing with 
them. Compare Job 2:10: “Shall we receive good at the hands of God, and shall we not receive 
evil?” All is an occasion for trusting praise, and all is grace.
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The encounter between the Church of the East (the Syro-Oriental Church using Syriac/Ara-
maic in its liturgy, based at first in Seleucia-Ctesiphon, and later in Bagdad1) and other religions 
along the Silk Road in Central Asia remains one of the little-known enlightened periods of 
cultural exchange in human history.2 In complete contrast with the legacy of conflicting inter-
ests that characterized the history of Eurasia, here we find civilizations capable of sustaining the 
work of contemplatives and scholars across several generations. Thanks to archeological discov-
eries in Central Asia especially at Dunhuang and Turfan, it is possible to recover something of 
this lost world in which identity, culture, dialogue, exploration, and resilience all played a part.

Our objective in this chapter is to explore the rare remaining fragments of the Silk Road 
dialogue insofar as it penetrated the Himalayan plateau of Tibet during the Imperial Period 
(approximately 600 to 850), while also addressing the Dunhuang documents that were sealed 
at the start of the eleventh century. We will discover that, of all the Asian cultures in which 
Persian and Sogdian merchants were active, Tibet remained uniquely aloof from Christianity. 
Evidence for Christian institutions such as churches, monasteries, cemeteries, liturgical objects, 
inscriptions, and manuscripts, seems strangely absent from Tibet. We will explore the historical 
context of early imperial Tibet in parallel with the eastward mission of the Church of the East 
to proceed with a reflection on the possible reasons for the absence of Christianity in Tibet.

Until fairly recently, very little was known about the history of Tibet before the times that 
interest us, 600 to 1000 bce. Even today, almost nothing beyond some archeological preliminar-
ies is well established with regard to the period before 600. At best we might say that the cult 
of mountain deities already existed in forms that have survived to the present day. However, the 
past two decades have seen the publication of a number of important studies on the Dunhuang 
manuscripts and a flourishing interest in Central Asian history3. This makes a tentative descrip-
tion of the rise of the Tibetan Empire possible.

The most essential factors in assessing the emergence of the Tibetan imperial state are (1) the 
proximity of the overland trade routes leading to China and India, collectively called the Silk 
Road; (2) the cultures and polities of the nomadic tribes of Central Asia; and (3) the relation-
ship between T’ang China and Tibet. These three participate in the world historical dynamism 
of the “perennial struggle for Central Asia” also known more recently as “The Great Game.”4

Tibet’s entry into the larger sphere of Asia history begins in the early seventh century with 
the Tsenpo (emperor) Srong btsan sGampo (618–41), and his heirs, Gung srong gung brstan 
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(641–6) and Khri srong brtsan (646–9). Extending his control by war and diplomacy from a 
base in the Yar lung Valley, Srong btsan sGampo created a kingdom in central and southeast 
Tibet and began to challenge the western kingdom of Shang Shung. The first half of the sev-
enth century witnesses the creation of a Tibetan alphabet based on north Indian precedents, 
the adoption of Indian-style legal and administrative procedures, an interest in both Indian and 
Chinese Buddhism, and a constant tendency to expand the borders of the empire toward China, 
India, and Central Asia. Under Mang srong mang brtsan (649–77), conquests are made in the 
Tarim Basin, Kashgar, Khotan (670), and other key sites along the Silk Road to the northwest of 
China. This period witnesses Tibetan contact with the Arabs (710), important Chinese cultural 
influences (Princess Jincheng 710–395), and continuing tensions between Buddhists and non-
Buddhists. The empire retained a strong central monarchy under Khri ‘Dus srong (677–704), 
but a decline set in under his successors until 755, when a coup (apparently of anti-Buddhist 
factions6) put an end to the reign of Khri lde gtsug brtsan (712–55).

The new emperor, Khri srong lde brtsan (reign: 755–97) made decisive moves to establish 
Buddhism as the religion of the Tibetan state, especially after 762. It is this emperor who is 
credited with the construction of the first Tibetan Buddhist monastery, Samye, in 779. He is 
associated with the program of conversion developed by the North Indian abbot Shantarakshita 
(active in Tibet: 775–88) and the charismatic (possibly West Asian/Sogdian7) yogi Padmasamb-
hava, among other luminaries. As in China, the state organized an institute to translate the 
Buddhist scriptures from Indian languages (mainly Sanskrit) into a form of Tibetan specifically 
designed to convey Buddhist teachings. As a result, Tibetan high culture came to be defined 
by Buddhist values and religious symbolism. The administration of the state, law, international 
connections, and the mastery of reason and argument all arose from the ancient heritage of 
Indian Buddhism, not without influences coming from Chinese tradition, particularly the 
Ch’an school. Those aristocratic clans who favored the earlier Bon religious synthesis were 
gradually overcome, though not eliminated, by the determination of a central government will-
ing to be quite firm in its religious policies. Buddhism was declared the religion of state in 791.

Similarly, efforts to implant religions from Western Asia such as Manicheism were subjected 
to rigorous discernment on the part of leading officials guided by strictly Buddhist approaches 
to religious diversity. We know this from a document attributed to the emperor Khri srong lde 
btsan, influenced by his advisor the Bengali Buddhist master Shantarakshita (780s).8

Buddhism consolidated its hold in the early ninth century, particularly under Relpachen 
(Khri gtsug lde brtsan, 815–38) whose overly generous support of the monastic communities 
led to a financial crisis for the stagnating empire. Tibet recognized that the Chinese Son of 
Heaven is “uncle” to his Tibetan counterpart in the still-extant “uncle-nephew stele” at Lhasa 
(821).9 Under Khri ‘U’ dum brtsan (838; assassinated 842), severe budget cuts were imple-
mented, arousing the wrath of the monks and precipitating clan rivalries for the rest of the 
ninth century. The unified Tibetan monarchy concludes its time on the stage of history in 869. 
However, the fundamental cultural features of Tibetan civilization remain intact to create the 
conditions for revival and reform at the end of the tenth century.

The history of the Church of the East across the same period provides evidence for contacts 
with China and key cities along the Silk Road. The first official mission to China was in 635, 
guided by a certain Alopen.10 There were already metropolitans (i.e., archbishops governing 
a province of at least six dioceses) at Samarkand, in India, and in China during the seventh 
century. By the eighth century, Kashgar had a metropolitan and Khotan had a bishop. In the 
Dunhuang cave 17, sealed in the first decades of the eleventh century, there is a fragment of 
the Easter liturgy in Syriac. Turkish letters from the ninth to the tenth century mention Chris-
tians, and a Sogdian/Turkish letter written by the priest Mar Sargis (Sergius) was also found 
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at Dunhuang.11 A painting on silk seems to present elements of both Christian and Buddhist 
iconography. As we will see next, a Tibetan divination book refers explicitly to Jesus the Mes-
siah. Since Dunhuang was a crossroads for Silk Road cultures, it is a key reference for Tibetan 
contact with Christianity.

Greater clarity on the presence and absence of the Church of the East in Tibet can be 
obtained by a brief tour of the geography of the Silk Road. Departing from Merv in eastern 
Iran, moving toward the northeast side of the Oxus River (between the Caspian Sea and the 
Aral Sea), we have Samarkand. From there we continue east to Sogdiana, north of which is the 
territory of Khwarezmia, which I have identified as the probable birthplace of the Dzogchen 
master Garab Dorje12 as well as of Padmasambhava.13 From Sodgiana, the Silk Road passes on to 
Tashkent. Going northeast, we enter the regions of Kashgar, Turfan, the Uighur territory, Lou-
lan, and Dunhuang, the farthest outpost of the Tibetan Empire. Further north across the Gobi 
Desert from Turfan we reach the land of the Keraites, who converted to Christianity in 1009 
(perhaps the land of Prester John?). Going south from Tashkent, we arrive in Yarkand, Khotan, 
and finally Taxila, on the route to Ladakh, where Christian travelers inscribed crosses on rocks 
among other inscriptions recently clarified by Nicholas Sims-Williams.

From Merv toward Afghanistan, we pass through Balk in Bactria, homeland of the sponsor 
of the Chinese Christian Stele of 781. From there the road passes through Kabul and the ancient 
Buddhist center of Taxila, to arrive in Ladakh. We can postulate that the important metropoli-
tan of Merv was responsible for the oversight of a number of dioceses of the Church of the 
East along several main lines of the Silk Road, even as far as the land of the Keraites. Christian 
presence at these sites has been confirmed by archeological finds at Turfan, Dunhuang, Samar-
kand, Khotan, and Tashkent.14 The Great Stele of 781 by chorepiscopus Jingjing, the tutor and 
collaborator of the Central Asian Buddhist monk Prajna, concretely confirms the Christian 
presence in China.15 This stone monument indicates a significant level of institutional visibility 
and cultural development. The Christian documents found at Dunhuang such as The Book of the 
Realization of Peace and Joy (Zhixuan Anle jing)—possibly attributable to Jingjing—are indicative 
of a remarkable degree of theological adaptability on the part of their authors from the seventh 
to the end of the eighth century.

The metropolitanates of the Church of the East from which a Tibetan mission to Tibet 
might have emanated were Merv, Balk, and Samarkand, whose geographic locations and rela-
tions to the Silk Roads place them in relationship to the routes northeast to Dunhuang and, 
southeast toward Ladakh. Balk in Tocharistan, for example, is the city of Milis, a priest whose 
son, the Chorepiscopus Yazdbozid, was listed as the donor of the Xi’an Stele of 781. Balk is in 
northern Afghanistan and was, according to A. Forte, possibly the Fulin where Aluohan, the 
Persian general, so admirably served the Tang emperor. The region of Khwarezmia, southeast of 
the Aral Sea (modern Uzbekistan), was the site of both Church of the East and Melkite Chris-
tian festivals attested by al-Biruni around the year 1000. rNyingmapa traditions cite Sogdiana, 
Kotan, and other Central Asian regions as places of origin for several early Tibetan Buddhist 
and Dzogchen masters.16

Somewhat later than the Stele of 781, we have two letters (datable to 792 and 796) from 
Patriarch Timothy I in Baghdad, indicating an intention to ordain metropolitans for the Turks 
and for the Tibetans. In spite of the lack of material evidence for institutional Christianity in 
Tibet, there is no doubt that this particular church leader, at the high-water mark of the Church 
of the East throughout South, Central, and East Asia, had to have been well informed of the 
ecclesiastical situation in the borderlands of the Tibetan Empire. It is probable that these remote 
regions had nomad bishops who traveled with their Christianized tribes in tents, as did later 
Tibetan hierarchs such as the Karmapas.17
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Material remains constitute our “shreds of evidence.” There is a Dunhuang divination text 
(Pelliot tibétain 351) in Tibetan referring to Jesus the Messiah along with Buddha Shakyamuni 
and the tantric deity Vajrapani. The text is a well-preserved list of divination (Tibetan: mo) out-
comes, the twelfth of which may be translated as:

Man, your ally is the god called “Jesus Messiah.” He acts as Vajrapani18 and Sri Sakya-
muni. When the gates of the seven levels of heaven have opened, you will accomplish 
the yoga that you will receive from the judge at the right hand of God. Because of 
this, do whatever you wish without shyness, unafraid, without apprehension. You will 
become a conqueror, and there will be no demons or obstructing spirits. Whoever 
casts this lot (mo), it will be very good.19

Coming from the Dunhuang library cache, this quite legible Tibetan text is datable to the late 
tenth century. Geza Uray, in his indispensable article, “Tibet’s connections with Nestorianism 
and Manicheism,” discusses the form of the name I shi myi shi ha, the Tibetan form of the name 
Jesus the Messiah as found in this divination text.20 He also notes the use of the expression 
“judge at the right hand of God”21 and the “heaven with seven levels” to reject a Manichean 
influence on the passage, sustaining his view that “this text is .  .  . rightly categorized in the 
literature as a Nestorian work.”22

Uray concludes that the Tibetan form of the name of Jesus corresponds most closely to the 
Chinese form ie-shiwo miei-shi-Xa, attested in the Hsu-t’ing mi-shih-so ching also discovered at 
Dunhuang, that is, in fact in the form in the Taisho text no. 2142.23

Uray notes that the expression “judge at the right hand of God” can be found in the Apos-
tles’ Creed, which is however, a Western Christian creed. The formula has also been discovered 
in a Sogdian version of the creed in use in the Church of the East, found in the Turfan area at 
Bulayiq in the ruins of a Christian church.24 Nothing specifically Manichean can be verified 
in this text. For this reason, Uray suggests provisionally that the text could only have come 
from a Chinese work originating in the Christian Church of the East. “The treated paragraph 
from the Book of Divination Pelliot tibétain 351 represents a passage of a Nestorian text which 
superficially had been assimilated to Buddhism.”25 Further work needs to be done on the Pel-
liot 351 text of divinations to determine not only if there are other Christian allusions, but also 
the relationship of this text to other mo outcome lists from the early period of Tibetan history. 
In the Dunhuang mo text, Jesus is not assimilated to the Buddhist figures listed, but is rather 
announced as the principal protector of the good outcome of this mo.

Other Dunhuang Tibetan fragments are marked with crosses of the kind used by the Church 
of the East, for example Pelliot tibétain 1182 and 1676; IOL Tib J 766. Were these mere sketches 
or copies of an object seen by an idle scribe, or were they perhaps symbols of protection or even 
of personal faith on the part of those who drew them? The sign of the cross was a typical identity-
marker for the Church of the East. An example is at the top of the famous Stele of 781; other 
examples are found on Christian tomb inscriptions. Usually, these crosses have small pearl shaped 
beads at the ends of the arms of the cross. We also have the account of Bishop Eliya of Merv, 
who made the ritual sign of the cross in his famous peace-making intervention between a Turkish 
prince and his opponent. The clergy (perhaps shamans) of this prince had brought on a thunder-
storm to intimidate their rivals, but Bishop Eliya’s liturgical gesture put an end to the “demonic 
illusion,” whereupon the prince and his host requested baptism. Thus, a weather miracle is said to 
have brought about the conversion of an entire tribe of Turkic people.26 In view of the repugnance 
of Christians for the idolatry, polytheism, and black magic practices typical of Indian tantra, per-
haps these crosses were an attempt on the part of a scribe or owner to exorcise the Tibetan text.27



Christianity in Early Tibet

93

The often-mentioned inscriptions at Tanktse in Ladakh, with crosses, names, and a contro-
versial date refer to the arrival of a Sogdian delegation to Tibet. The translation of the Sogdian 
inscription given by Sims-Williams is: “In the year 210 (i.e. 841/842 AD) we [were?] sent – 
[we, namely] Caitra of Samarkand together with the monk Nosh-farn [as] messenger[s] to the 
Tibetan Qaghan.”28 Sims-Williams suggests that these messengers, a Samarkandian, or more 
likely someone from Chinese Turkestan, and a Buddhist monk, were being sent to Tibet by 
the Uighur Turkish Khan after the invasion of his empire by the Kirghiz in AD 840.29 Accord-
ing to Sims-Williams, we are to understand that Caitra and Noshfarn were likely to have been 
Buddhists, not Christians. This seems to remove the Sogdian inscription from consideration as 
evidence for Christianity in or near Tibet. Sims-Williams also corrects the unlikely dating of 
822–23 by showing that the year 210 is in reference to the Persian calendar—that is, the era of 
Yazdigerd, and not A.H., the Islamic calendar as Dauvillier thought.30 However, the rocks in the 
area of Thangtse, Ladakh, include clearly marked Church of the East crosses31 similar to those 
seen, for example, on the Stele of 781 at Xi’an. The fact that Christians passed this way on the 
southern branch of the Silk Road does not, however, sustain the hypothesis that actual Christian 
communities existed in Tibet. At best, as Sims-Williams points out, the various fragmentary 
inscriptions in Ladakh attest to the transitory presence of “all three of the religions known to us 
from the Sogdian literature of Turfan and Tun-huang and so notably ill-attested in the Sogdian 
inscriptions of the Upper Indus: Buddhism, Christianity, and Manichaeism.”32

A rubbing of a stone monument in the Ueno Museum in Tokyo, which seems no longer to 
be in the museum,33 has been proposed as evidence for Christian contact with a Tibetan tribe. 
Antonino Forte in his supplementary materials to the Pelliot translation and commentary of 
the Stele of 781 corrects earlier scholarly readings of this monument, which is in fact a rubbing 
of a tombstone on paper. A number of authors have followed its first translator, P. Saeki,34 in 
believing the stele to be a funerary monument to A-luo-han (whom Saeki called Abraham), 
a Persian general in the service of the Tang emperor at the end of the seventh century. The 
inscription on the tombstone is dated to 710. It was thought that this monument commemo-
rates a Christian from Persia who actively evangelized Tibetan tribes in what is now northern 
Afghanistan.35 Saeki’s 1951 publication of the text and a translation is based on the rubbing (his 
figure 7) of the stone monument. Forte presents a detailed critique of the scholarship on this 
object, based on linguistic comparisons with other Tang era monuments, and comes to the fol-
lowing conclusions: A-luo-han was a Persian of considerable status who, following the defeat 
of the Sassanians,36 went to China and became a military advisor to the newly empowered Tang 
Dynasty during the period 679 to 708.37 He became governor of the Fulin region, which can 
be identified with northern Afghanistan.38 The policies the general implemented had nothing 
to do with Christianity, and his epitaph makes no reference to his religious beliefs. Instead, his 
military mission was to enforce the governing principles of the Chinese Empire in this border 
area,39 threatened by the ascendant Muslim caliphate during the period after the defeat of the 
Sassanians. This epitaph can no longer be considered a witness to an attempt to Christianize 
a Tibetan population. Moreover, this general’s name (Alouhan) cannot be read as a form of 
“Abraham,” and he was not the same person as the Aluoben mentioned in the Xi-an stele of 
781. Thus, another shred of evidence for a Christian mission in Tibet must be set aside.

The letters of Patriarch Timothy I (792 and 796)40 regarding the appointment of a metropol-
itan for Bet Tuptaye (Tibet) might seem to be the strongest evidence we have for an institutional 
Christian presence in the eighth century. Bidawid comments:

In letter XLI to the monks of the monastery of Mar Maron, there are two passage 
which concern [Christianity in Tibet]. In one of them, Timothy discusses the various 
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standpoints of the Nestorians [sic] and the Maronites in question of Christology, in 
connection with the controversial wording of the so-called Trisagion. At the same 
time, he gives us a comprehensive list of the lands and peoples where the Trisagion 
is recited according to the Nestorian [sic] teachings.41 Among these peoples he also 
mentions the Tuptaye or Tibetans and the Turkaye or Turks. In another part of the let-
ter, Timothy declares that he was “13 years more or less” in office and that a “king of 
the Turks,” malka dturkaya, was converted to Christianity ten years previously, together 
with the greatest part of his people, and requested by letters to the Patriarch that a 
metropolitan should be sent – a request which had been granted.42

Timothy reports to his confidential friend Sergius in letter XLVII that he has recently con-
secrated a metropolitan for the land of the Turks, bet turkaya, and that he is also preparing to 
anoint one for the land of the Tibetans, bet tuptaye. R. Bidawid estimates that this letter could 
have only been written after Sergius’s consecration as Metropolitan of ‘Elam in 794/5, roughly 
between 795 and 798.43

As far as Timothy’s reports about the tuptaye and their country are concerned, there no 
longer is any doubt that tuptaye is a derivative of the name Tibet. The letters may not 
refer to central Tibet, but to the entire Tibetan empire, which in the 790’s had reached 
the point of greatest expansion. Apart from the Tibetan highland and areas of north-west 
China, it also at this time embraced the area around the Pamir, the southern part of the 
Tarim basin and, even if only for a short time, the area around the eastern T’ien-shan.44

This raises the question of possible cultural penetration of the Tibetan Empire by influences 
coming from the north and west, via the Silk Road.

Patriarch Timothy I launched an Asia-wide missionary enterprise from his base in Mesopo-
tamia at Baghdad, seat of the Muslim Abbasid Caliphs. To nominate a metropolitan archbishop, 
the canons required the prior presence of at least six diocesan bishops in a region. Nicolini-
Zani observes that the dioceses of the Church of the East in the Turkic lands accompanied the 
nomadic tribes in tents.45 In this way, the “cathedrals” and “episcopal residences” were just as 
mobile as the people to whom these prelates ministered. It is thus possible that the six bishops 
in Tibet were itinerant. Unfortunately, there is no documentary or archeological evidence for 
these bishops. For this reason, it is not possible to use the letters of Patriarch Timothy I as proof 
for the institutional presence of the Church of the East in Tibet.

We have observed in the case of the mo text (Pelliot 351) that the path of influence seems 
to have gone from Syriac Christian sources to Chinese Buddhist and Daoist texts, only later to 
be picked up by Tibetan authors. In this way, both the Tibetan form of Ch’an (Zen) and early 
Dzogchen may provide us with instances of influence, if not of institutional Christian presence, 
mediated by Chinese assimilation of ideas from Western Asia. For this reason, a glance at the 
highpoint of Christian-Buddhist dialogue in Tang China therefore merits our attention. The 
works of the Christian prelate Jingjing, especially his Chinese theological text, “The Book of 
the Realization of Peace and Joy” (Zhixuan anle jing) represents such an exchange of influences.

Jingjing’s controversial collaboration46 with the Sogdian monk Prajna, which has been vari-
ously interpreted as a “fiasco”47 or as an outstanding example of interreligious cooperation,48 
nevertheless indicates that at least some Buddhists in Tang China were interested in Christianity, 
and vice versa.49 It is also significant that Prajna, rather than being ostracized for his “faux pas” 
of collaboration in 788 with the Christian prelate Jingjing, went on to translate the short Da 
Hua Yan Zhang Zhe Wen Fo Na Luo Yan Li Jing in 789. He went on to become a recognized 
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Tripitaka master (790) and translator. In 796, he was asked to translate the highly demanding 
Avatamsaka Sutra,50 whose teachings on interreligious discipleship seem to reply to the critique 
of the translator’s earlier work with Jingjing.

It is difficult to believe that Prajna, who was from Kapisa in what is now Afghanistan (known 
to have been a center of Christianity in the area of Balkh), did not know some form of Mid-
dle Persian, Sogdian, or even Syriac in order to communicate with Jingjing, in contrast with 
the doubts expressed in the Catalogue of the Buddhist Canon Newly Compiled in Zhenyuan Period 
(Dasheng liqu liu poluomi jing), and many times repeated by scholars. Moreover, it is clear that 
Jingjing knew Chinese very well, as can be seen in the Xi’an Stele of 781, written in the year 
before the arrival of Prajna in Xi’an. Prajna had been in India for decades and knew Sanskrit 
and other Buddhist scriptural languages at a very high level.51 The real reason for the rejection 
of their collaborative translation of the Dasheng liqu liu boluomi jing (The Mahayana Sutra of Tran-
scending Principles of Six Paramita) seems to have been based on their use of Chinese terms that 
had Christian resonances. Jingjing had already used such terminology in his own Chinese works, 
and it is unlikely that a Buddhist trained on Prajna’s level would have worked with someone 
who “did not understand Sanskrit or Buddhism.” In other words, the argument is ad hominem 
and not related to a lack of competence on the part of either collaborator. Subsequently, Prajna 
produced excellent translations in Chinese, having seemingly learned Chinese from Jingjing.

Prajna’s career is indicative of the high level of interreligious exchange in the Tang capital 
during the second half of the eighth century. Huaiyu Chen has elucidated these connections in 
some detail, suggesting an exchange of terminology between Christians and tantric Buddhists 
in this fertile period, and leaving us with the impression that the Christians were anything but 
inept in their grasp of Buddhism.52 They seem to have been in fact well informed about the 
possible connections between their own Evagrian53 tradition of contemplative spirituality, and 
the Chinese Buddhist way of expressing similar forms of realization.

In the light of the Tang-era dialogues, the Ch’an and Dzogchen Buddhist documents from 
Dunhuang in both Chinese and Tibetan may represent “shreds” of evidence in our quest. Early 
rdzogs pa chen po may be understood as a way of practicing and interpreting Vajrayana rituals, 
thanks to the research of Sam Van Schaik.54 The threefold structure typical of early dzogchen 
may be compared to the threefold patterns found in the Evagrian trajectory,55 including the 
Turfan hermit text known in a Sogdian translation and mentioned in the list of Christian works 
found at Dunhuang.56 We know of a Sogdian translation of Evagrius’s Antirrheticus, a work on 
antidotes to evil thoughts that arise during meditation.57 Sogdian traders, some of whom were 
Christians, were the key to the economic success and cultural impact of the Silk Road in the 
period 600–800.

The Sogdian text on hermit practice discovered at Turfan has been translated by Nicholas 
Sims-Williams:

 The course of this [contemplative] quietude is in three periods. Labor is the initial 
period, and to this first period belongs fear, and that grief which results from the 
remembrance of previous things.

And to the second period belong encouragement and the manifold consolation 
whereby the wise penitent approaches divine favors by virtue of the purity which he 
receives from weeping and penitence. . . .

And the sign of this is that hope begins to enter his spirit and by virtue of his repent-
ance consolation begins to increase little by little; then from time to time thoughts 
which make him joyful stir within him, and he sees within himself that he can easily 
cleanse the mind of wandering.
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Then [in the third period] those things which occur to his thoughts are not of his 
nature and he begins to pay heed to the mystical words which are hidden in the Psalms 
. . . for sweetness begins to be mingled with his service, . . . and as soon as he begins 
to pray his limbs become composed without his willing it and his thoughts begin to 
be collected, for they themselves realize how to bring forth something which is above 
the struggle . . . until by the Grace of Christ a man arises to that course of life which 
is above his nature.58

The fragmentary text describes the struggle known to the Antirrhetikos during the phase 
of penitential purification, followed by the maturation of the monk through sustained prac-
tice, concluding with a state of being that is purely contemplative. This pattern turns out to 
be typical of early dzogchen pith-instructions. The emergence of the rainbow body attain-
ment as a Bonpo and rNyingma Dzogchen response to the “second diffusion” of Vajrayana 
in Tibet is suggestive of a possible post-imperial influence of the Christian doctrine of the 
resurrection.59

Given the presence of Christians in the peripheral areas of Tibet,60 their efforts to engage 
and integrate with the cultures of Central Asia, and taking note of significant areas of common 
interest with regard to contemplative practice, it would seem likely that Christian influence 
entered Tibet to the extent that it found acceptance within the contemplative systems, such as 
Dzogchen, already present. In our analysis61 of the early eleventh-century Life of Garab Dorje, 
(from the Bi ma snying thig) we took note of the core story, which derives from the 19th Surah 
of the Qur’an, the story of Mary (Maryam) and Jesus. In addition to the Qur’anic core narrative, 
the tale is told in concert with the underlying “First Story” typical of the Central Asia epic.62 
Throughout the narrative, there are references to the Christ figure borrowed from oral sources 
suggestive of West Asian Christian folklore, received in Tibet in exclusively Indian tantric garb.

Unlike Tang China, imperial Tibet curtailed Christian institutional presence, perhaps because 
of concerns about potentially destabilizing consequences on the volatile political situation. The 
fact that archeological remains have been identified along the Silk Roads around, but not within 
Tibet, would seem to indicate an intentional absence rather than a fragmentary presence. The 
Yar lung dynasty needed to maintain control of an already precarious sociopolitical situation. 
Moreover, the Tibetans had experience of the aggressive Arab-Muslim invaders of their western 
territories and would have been wary of any West Asian cultural influences arising out of that 
conflicted part of the world. We notice, in R.A. Stein’s article on a reference to Manicheism in 
the decision to make Buddhism the state religion, that the Tibetan Yar lung leadership was well 
aware of the risks of hosting one or more of the competing West Asian religious movements of 
the seventh and eighth centuries.63

A careful study of the Sino-Tibetan treaties in the imperial period also allows us to notice 
that strong walls make good neighbors.64 Though landlocked, the empire was in tangential con-
tact with the most populous parts of the world via the trade routes. Tibet could opt for a specific 
kind of Buddhism of an Indian provenance, following the Indian model of the state buffered by 
esoteric rituals of protection and aggression.65

The Tibetan rejection of West Asian religions, Ch’an, and indigenous Bon became a fixed 
policy of the Tibetan state.66 This exclusivist position, contested by some rare exceptions in 
more recent history, determined a long history of Tibetan resistance to Christianity as a religion 
with philosophical and contemplative traditions comparable to its own. Nevertheless, there 
is sufficient if fragmentary evidence to suggest historical contact with the Eastern Christian 
churches. Further research may provide a better understanding of the history of some aspects of 
Tibetan religion, particularly along the fertile margins of that cultural sphere.
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Introduction

Scholars in various fields have long noted the importance of Ippolito Desideri (1684–1733) for 
Buddhist-Christian dialogue. Desideri is best-known for his Historical Notices of the Kingdoms of 
Tibet (Notizie istoriche de’ Regni del Thibet), the account of his mission in India and Tibet, which 
devotes one of its four books to a thorough account of Tibetan religion.1 Between 1716 and 
1721, the Tuscan Jesuit also wrote a series of manuscripts in Tibetan that engaged Tibetan Bud-
dhism from a broadly Thomist perspective.2 When read in order, these four manuscripts repre-
sent a consistent, comprehensive dialogue of great sophistication in which the Jesuit repurposes 
Buddhist Madhyamaka for Christian ends—often with surprising effects.

Ippolito Desideri: Biography and Tibetan Writings

Ippolito Desideri was born in 1684 to the physician Iacopo Desideri and his wife Maria 
Maddalena. He began his education at the Jesuit school in Pistoia—in the Grand Duchy of 
Tuscany—in 1693 and became a novice in the Society of Jesus in 1700. He matriculated at the 
Jesuits’ prestigious Roman College, where he studied rhetoric in the academic year 1702–3 and 
took the required three years of Aristotelian philosophy between 1703 and 1706. After com-
pleting his philosophical studies, Desideri taught humanities at the Jesuit College in Orvieto 
from 1706 to 1708, serving as the academic advisor to the humanities students his first year 
and to the philosophy students his second year. He then taught at the Jesuit College of Arezzo 
during the academic year 1708–9 and returned to the Roman College in 1709–10. Desideri 
completed two years of the Jesuit course in Thomistic theology between 1710 and 1712. While 
a two-year assignment in theology shows that Desideri was not destined to make waves in 
the world of professional theology, he seems to have made a good enough impression on his 
superiors to be chosen to teach humanities at the Roman College in 1710–11. He also served 
as the Prefect of the Academy of Logic, a select group of students in the philosophy course, in 
1711–12. On April 28, 1712, Desideri was ordained a priest in the Society of Jesus. On Sep-
tember 27, 1712, he left Rome for Asia.

Desideri arrived in India in 1713 and, traveling through modern-day Pakistan and Ladakh, 
reached Lhasa, the capital of central Tibet, on March 18, 1716. He began an Italian draft of what 
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would soon become his first Tibetan manuscript almost immediately upon arriving. He was 
assisted in this regard by a man named Udayacandra, who served both as Desideri’s interpreter 
and as his Tibetan teacher (Zwilling 2018: 140). Desideri’s introduction to Tibetan religion and 
culture was a biography of Padmasambhava, the semi-mythical eighth-century teacher, Tantrika, 
and thaumaturge who brought Buddhism to Tibet, and an extensive series of apocalyptic proph-
ecies, in all likelihood the Lama Gongdu cycle of revelations of Sangyé Lingpa (1340–96) or 
the prophecies of the Northern Treasure (byang gter) tradition of Rindzin Gödem (1337–1408) 
(Pomplun 2010: 117–119, 2011: 387–388). On September 8, 1716—less than six months after 
arriving in Lhasa—the Jesuit began to translate the Italian booklet he had been composing into 
Tibetan, most likely with Udayacandra’s assistance. Desideri’s first Tibetan manuscript, Day-
break: The Sign of the Dawn that Dispels Darkness (Tho rangs mun sel nyi ma shar ba’i brda), enjoins 
Lhapzang Khan, the Khoshuud ruler of Tibet, to protect people of different languages (skad), 
clans (rigs cha lugs), and customs (srol lugs), but also invites the Khan to compare the respective 
religious writings of Judaism, Islam, Christianity, and Tibet (Toscano 1981: 130). Just as people 
should not argue that there can be no king or only a future king—and still less that there should 
be rival kings—the true law cannot teach that there is no incarnation (as in Islam), only a future 
incarnation (as in Judaism), or many different incarnations (as in Indian and Tibetan religions). 
Just as Tibetans should have only one king, Lhapzang Khan should promote the religious law that 
teaches only one incarnation. The Daybreak’s verse is extremely rough, and Desideri—or Udaya-
candra—made several elementary mistakes in spelling and grammar (Toscano 1981: 316–324).

Desideri presented the Daybreak to Lhapzang Khan on January 6, 1717. After reading a few 
pages of Desideri’s gift, the Khan casually suggested that the Jesuit acquaint himself with proper 
methods of interreligious dialogue. To assist Desideri in this new endeavor, the Khan found the 
Jesuit a new language teacher, one Yönten Pelzang, a sacristan at Zhidé monastery, southeast of 
the Ramoché Temple, that served as a preparatory school for the larger monastic universities 
in the area. Under Yönten Pelzang, Desideri studied the Sūtra on the Three-fold Going for Refuge 
(Triśaran. agamana-sūtra), a short treatise in 70 verses that introduces students to the Buddha, the 
dharma, and the san. gha—the three refuges that make one a Buddhist. He also read the Sūtra 
on Individual Liberation (Prātimoks.a-sūtra) of the Mūlasarvāstivāda lineage in Tibet, that is, the 
rule that governed lives of the monks with whom he studied. By June, Desideri had progressed 
to the Sūtra of the Great Going Forth (Abhinis.kraman. a-sūtra), a life of the Buddha written by the 
Dharmaguptaka, a sect that claimed direct descent from Maudgalyāyana, the Buddha’s famous 
wonder-working disciple. Over the summer, Desideri read portions of 15 more works from the 
Tibetan canon, including The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Byang chub 
lam rim che ba, or as it is more commonly known, the Lam rim chen mo) by Tsongkhapa Lobzang 
Drakpa (1357–1419), a work that would have a decisive effect on his understanding of Tibetan 
Buddhism and his conceptions of Buddhist-Christian dialogue.

In September, Desideri moved to the great monastic university of Sera, where he rented 
a room and a kitchen. The Jesuit’s expense account shows that he borrowed and purchased 
books—among them almost certainly Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise—and interviewed lamas at 
Sera to assist him in understanding Buddhism. On November 28, 1717, Desideri began The 
Origin of Sentient Beings and the Law (Sems can dang chos la sogs pa rnams kyi ’byung khungs), a long 
unfinished treatise on God’s nature and attributes. The Origin of Sentient Beings is Desideri’s most 
significant engagement with Tibetan Madhyamaka, the philosophy of the “Middle Way” associ-
ated with the third-century Buddhist thinker Nāgārjuna. Two days later, the Zünghars, an Oirat 
Mongol tribe that had been engaged in a long geopolitical conflict with the Qing Dynasty, 
sacked Lhasa. Seemingly undeterred, Desideri began a refutation of reincarnation titled Ques-
tions of a European to the Scholars of Tibet about Past and Future Lives (Bod kyi chos la mkhas pa rnams 
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la skye ba snga phyi’i sgo nas mgo kar gyis zhu pa) on December 8. After the Zünghars had taken 
control of the city, Desideri made arrangements to move to the Capuchin hospice in Trongné, 
a small market town in the nearby region of Dakpo. After arriving at the hospice, Desideri hired 
a third (and final) language teacher. For the remainder of his time in Tibet, Desideri worked on 
his Tibetan manuscripts almost without ceasing.

Desideri stopped writing The Origin of Sentient Beings on June 21, 1718. If one looks at its 
table of contents, one sees that he stopped halfway through the third of six planned parts. He had 
already written approximately 150,000 words. On June 24—three days later—he turned to his 
treatise on reincarnation, now titled Questions about the Views of Rebirth and Emptiness Offered to the 
Scholars of Tibet by the European Lama Ippolito (Mgo skar bla ma i po li do zhes bya ba yis phul ba’i bod kyi 
mkhas pa rnams la skye ba snga ma dang stong pa nyid kyi lta ba’i sgo nas zhu ba). The Questions opens 
by extolling the benefits of comparing religious traditions. Desideri then proceeds to an extended 
argument—125 pages—that an infinite temporal sequence of past lives, could it be demonstrated, 
would not rule out God’s existence. Desideri spends 45 pages comparing Buddhist notions of 
karma and rebirth with Christian conceptions of action and free will. He then addresses Buddhist 
claims about the rebirth of gods, humans, animals, ghosts, and hell-beings over 277 pages.

Desideri wrote a fourth manuscript that he called The Heart of Christian Doctrine (Ke ri se 
ste an.  kyi chos lugs kyi snying po), which is a fairly typical Tridentine catechism. In it, he teaches 
Tibetans to cultivate the theological virtues of faith, hope, and love by explaining the Creed, the 
Lord’s Prayer, the Ten Commandments, the six injunctions of the Church, the seven deadly sins, 
the seven sacraments, and the four last things. In 1720, however, word arrived from Rome that 
the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, the bureaucratic body in the Vatican that 
administered overseas missions, had awarded the Tibetan mission to the Capuchins. Desideri 
abandoned his writing on both the Questions about the Views of Rebirth and Emptiness and The 
Heart of Christian Doctrine. He had almost completed his catechism, but his magnum opus, which 
stops in the middle of an argument on page 464, was only one-sixth of his original plan. Three 
of his four major Tibetan manuscripts are therefore incomplete. Even so, they would cover 
approximately 1,500 pages if printed. They remain among the most comprehensive attempts at 
Buddhist-Christian dialogue attempted by a single individual.

Desideri left Tibet in 1721. After becoming embroiled in legal controversies over the Tibetan 
mission in Rome, he was eventually silenced by his superiors in the Society of Jesus. He died in 
1733 without publishing either his Tibetan manuscripts or the account of his adventures in Asia.

The Reception of Desideri’s Writings on Buddhism

Desideri’s writings reappeared only in fits and starts (Bargiacchi 2003; Sweet and Zwilling 
2010: 101–109). The scholars and literary men who rediscovered his Italian manuscripts were 
largely uninterested in his dialogue with Tibetans. Carlo Puini (1839–1924), without having 
seen Desideri’s Tibetan manuscripts, declared them to be of no scientific value whatsoever. 
The first men to describe the Tibetan Manuscripts, the Dutch Jesuit Cornelius Nicolaas Petrus 
Wessels (1880–1964) and the Belgian Jesuit Henri Hosten (1873–1935), did not read Tibetan. 
When Filippo de Filippi (1869–1938) and Janet Ross (1842–1927) translated Desideri’s account 
of Tibet, they excised much of the third book on Tibetan religion, making it practically use-
less for anyone interested in learning about Desideri’s views on the subject. Things began to 
change in the 1940s when Desideri’s manuscripts were returned to Rome. In 1943, Giuseppe 
Tucci (1894–1984), announced that his intention to publish Desideri’s large refutation of rebirth 
(Tucci 1943: 226). In 1947, he expressed his desire to translate this “striking document of the 
meeting in the Country of Snows of Lamaic Theology with Saint Thomas” (Tucci 1947: 249).
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Tucci continued to affirm the importance of Desideri’s Tibetan writings for Buddhist-Christian 
dialogue, but he neither published Desideri’s magnum opus nor translated it as he intended (Tucci 
1952: 5). Nor did Tucci’s equally talented student, Luciano Petech (1914–2010), who thought 
that even an abbreviated edition of the Jesuit’s Tibetan writings would prove Desideri one of the 
most “lucid and profound” European minds that Asia had ever encountered (Petech 1954–56: 5, 
xxiv). Petech, of course, chose to focus on Desideri’s Historical Notices and letters, eventually pub-
lishing a critical edition of Desideri’s Italian writings as the final three volumes of his larger edition 
of Italian missionaries in Tibet and in Nepal. Additional Tibetan manuscripts were discovered in 
1978 by Edmond Lamalle (1900–89), the chief archivist of the Archivum Romanum Societatis 
Iesu. These manuscripts, which included The Heart of Christian Doctrine, allowed scholars to match 
manuscripts more accurately with Desideri’s own descriptions of what he wrote. More important, 
Lamalle’s fortuitous discovery—and a general spirit of adventure encouraged by the Second Vatican 
Council—led to the first genuine studies of Desideri’s Tibetan manuscripts as sources for Buddhist-
Christian dialogue. The Xaverian priest Giuseppe Toscano (1911–2003) and the American Jesuit 
Richard Sherburne (1926–2013) pioneered these studies. Toscano translated Desideri’s Tibetan 
corpus almost in its entirety, wrote critical introductions and published facsimiles of three of Desid-
eri’s four Tibetan writings, and identified hundreds of Desideri’s quotations. Toscano also stands as 
the only scholar to have written a synthetic account of Desideri’s philosophical engagement with 
Tibetan Buddhism (Toscano 1988; Pomplun 2018).

It is not clear whether Sherburne read Toscano’s work deeply; in many respects, his article 
“A Christian-Buddhist Dialog?” added little to the existing discussion beyond introducing it to 
scholars who did not read Italian. Be that as it may, Sherburne’s article had a tremendous influ-
ence, and subsequent studies used it as a touchstone to focus on various aspects of Desideri’s 
comparative or dialogical enterprise. Following a suggestion by Sherburne, Robert Goss and 
Francis V. Tiso have situated Desideri’s dialogue with Madhyamaka more firmly in the tradition 
of Francisco Suárez (1548–1617) and other baroque philosophers and theologians of the Society 
of Jesus (Goss 1997; Tiso 2018). The missionary Elaine Robson, working with the Buddholo-
gist Paul Williams, has provided an excellent discussion and translation of Desideri’s catechism 
(Robson 2014). The comparative theologian Thomas Cattoi has noted the limitations of Desi-
deri’s Aristotelianism as a hermeneutic lens for interpreting Indo-Tibetan Madhyamaka (Cattoi 
2018). Incidentally, both Tiso and Cattoi attempt to explain some of the positions outlined 
in Desideri’s Tibetan writings in light of the larger philosophical project of Dölpopa Sherab 
Gyentsen (1292–1361) (Tiso 2018: 130–131; Cattoi 2018: 74).

Studies of the manifold ways that Desideri presented Tibetan Buddhism to European audi-
ences stand on the firm foundations of Petech’s critical edition and Sweet and Zwilling’s magis-
terial translation of the Historical Notices of the Kingdoms of Tibet. Desideri’s Tibetan writings have 
only been partially explored. Giuseppe Toscano published facsimiles and Italian translations of 
three of Desideri’s compositions but died before publishing his translation of the Questions about 
the Views of Rebirth and Emptiness, which remains in manuscript. Despite Toscano’s Herculean 
effort, one must exercise extreme caution when using his editions. Mistakenly believing ARSI 
Goa Codex 74, folios 47r-92v, to contain two different works on Tibetan Madhyamaka, Tos-
cano published the folios of Desideri’s Origin of Sentient Beings in the wrong order (Pomplun 
2019). Toscano also arranged his translations to suit his own peculiar theological agenda without 
regard to the facsimiles he published, thereby rendering the careful progression of Desideri’s 
arguments unintelligible. (This is true even in the manuscript translation of Desideri’s Questions, 
whose pages Desideri had carefully numbered.) To make matters worse, Toscano’s translations 
show a surprising ignorance of the Catholic scholasticism in which Desideri was trained. They 
are relatively faithful paraphrases but ultimately self-defeating, of great assistance to those who 
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can already read Desideri’s Tibetan but of little help to anyone else. Beyond Toscano, however, 
one has little more than Donald Lopez and Thupten Jinpa’s translation of Desideri’s catechism 
and about 20 folios of the Questions (Lopez and Jinpa 2017).

Ippolito Desideri on Tibetan Religion

This is not to say that the scholar interested in Buddhist-Christian dialogue has little of Desideri 
to study. Desideri’s writings on Tibetan religion in the third book of the Historical Notices of the 
Kingdoms of Tibet are a gold mine of interesting observations (Pomplun 2020). Strictly speaking, 
Desideri’s Historical Notices is more a work of comparative theology than interreligious dialogue 
per se. Although it includes lengthy systematic presentation of Buddhist doctrines, biographies 
of Śākyamuni Buddha and Padmasambhava, and theological speculations about the relationship 
between Christianity and Buddhism, we must keep in mind that he wrote it for Europeans 
interested in Tibetan religion and culture, not for Tibetans themselves. Francis Xavier (1506–
52) had discussed the schools of Japanese Buddhism 150 years before Desideri had become a 
Jesuit novice (App 2012). Michele Ruggieri (1543–1607), Baltasar Sequeira (1551–1609), and 
António de Andrade (1580–1634) had encountered Buddhism in China, Siam, and Southern 
Tibet, respectively, a full century before Desideri wrote the Historical Notices. Discussions of 
Buddhism by Matteo Ricci (1552–1610), Álvaro de Semedo (1585–1658), Athanasius Kircher 
(1602–80), Martino Martini (1614–61), Fernão de Queirós (1617–88), Simon de la Loubère 
(1642–1729), Charles Le Gobien (1653–1708), and Louis Le Comte (1658–1728) had been 
read with great interest in Europe before Desideri departed for Asia. Indeed, the Confucius 
sinarum philosophus of Philippe Couplet (1623–93) and Prospero Intorcetta (1626–96) identified 
Buddhism as a single pan-Asian religion almost 40 years before Desideri would describe Tibetan 
religion as “unlike any other in the world” (Petech 1954–56, 6: 115).

The Historical Notices’s insistence on the uniqueness of Tibetan religion is both a strength and 
a weakness. Desideri knew of course that the historical Buddha was Indian (broadly speaking) 
and that Tibetans had taken their religion from India, but at no point does he explicitly identify 
Tibetan religion with Buddhism. (Given that Desideri lingered in France during his journey back 
to Rome, it seems highly unlikely that he could have been entirely ignorant of the European 
discussion of Buddhism, especially since it had been pioneered by Jesuits.) That said, Desideri’s 
description of Tibetan religion is surprising both in what it affirms and what it rejects. Desideri 
strongly condemns the doctrine of rebirth and the cult of the Dalai Lama and reincarnate lamas 
more broadly, but he expresses profound admiration for Tibetan dialectics, scholasticism, ethics, 
and spiritual writings. Alluding to Augustine’s famous discussion of the books of the Platonists in 
the Confessions, Desideri tells his readers that Tibetan treatises explicitly teach every virtue except 
humility—and then quickly remarks that they teach it implicitly (Petech 1954–56, 7: 227–228; 
Sweet and Zwilling 2010: 391). Above all, Desideri was deeply impressed by Tsongkhapa’s Great 
Treatise, which enjoins young monks to give themselves to their spiritual directors, to examine 
their lives, to root out attachment, to cultivate indifference, to be mindful of death, to reflect 
upon the reality of hell, and to pursue Buddhahood for the sake of all sentient beings.

To understand how Desideri arrived at this rather positive assessment of Tibetan religion, we 
need to turn to his Tibetan writings. Desideri says he wrote not four but two Tibetan books, 
one that he presented to Lhapzang Khan in January 1717 and another that he began later that 
year. Of the first, Desideri says:

The subject matter of this book was primarily to demonstrate that the maxim that 
circulates among unbelievers that everyone can be saved through his own law is false, 
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and so establish this most important truth, namely, that there is only one law that leads 
to heaven and conducts one to eternal salvation. In the second place, I described the 
nature of the true law of salvation, the gifts one ought to find in it, and the necessity 
for the man who loves truth and who truly desires his own welfare and eternal happi-
ness to take every opportunity to find it. In the third place, I proposed and explained 
the signs and distinctive characteristics by which a man might easily discern, among 
the many and contradictory laws of the world, the true from the false.

(Petech 1954–56, 5: 193, my translation)

Of the second, he writes:

This book of mine is divided into three tomes. In the first, I refute the errors that 
make up the most intricate labyrinth of the opinion of metempsychosis according to 
the particular system of this people. In the second tome, I reject the other principal 
error of stong pa nyid [emptiness], which, as I have already mentioned, are treatises pro-
fuse and intricate, in which their Lawgiver, with the finest deceit, under the beautiful 
mask of spiritual elevations, the eradication of all passions, depuration of the soul, and 
detachment from oneself and all things, guides them to a total apatheia, and leads his 
followers to atheism, wherein the possibility of an uncreated, self-existing being who 
is the creator of the world is excluded. In the third and shortest tome, with a method 
and style adapted to a Christian community that is not yet mature and well-schooled 
in doctrine, but is new and in formation, I propose the very same teachings contained 
in our Christian doctrines and standard catechisms, in part proving and in part sug-
gesting them with brief reasons.

The first and second tomes are entirely in an argumentative and disputative style, 
according to the Tibetans’ own form and method. As much in the one as in the other, 
the arguments and reasons, which are quite numerous, are framed in ordinary language, 
but almost always from the Tibetans’ own principles, opinions, and authors, and from 
the books they hold to be canonical and irrefutable. The third tome is in the form of a 
dialogue, but still argumentative in the scattered places where it was necessary.

(Petech 1954–56, 5: 201–202, my translation)

The first thing to note in this description is that Desideri saw his later Tibetan manuscripts as 
three parts (or tomes) of one larger work. The second thing is that Desideri places the Questions 
before The Origin of Sentient Beings. We have good reasons to believe that Desideri completed a 
draft of the former before he completed the existing draft of the latter, chief among them the 
fact that Desideri’s Questions about the Views of Rebirth and Emptiness is a polished manuscript 
written in dbu can script (Pomplun 2019). At any rate, when read in the order in which Desideri 
presents them, the Tibetan manuscripts neatly mirror the threefold use of reason in dialogue 
with nonbelievers as Aquinas understood it. The Daybreak illustrates the necessity of a single 
saving faith with similitudes. The Questions about Rebirth and Emptiness attempts to show that 
Buddhist arguments for karma and reincarnation, which would be used as arguments against 
Christian faith, are inconclusive. Presuming some success in that endeavor, The Origin of Sentient 
Beings then attempts to demonstrate God’s existence and providence as necessary preambles to 
the Christian faith and, presuming at least some Tibetans had accepted his arguments and con-
verted, The Heart of Christian Doctrine introduces them to the basic practices of the faith.

It would be impossible to outline all—or even most—of Desideri’s arguments in the space 
of a single chapter. Leaving aside Desideri’s earlier study of the life of Padmasambhava and the 
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prophecies that constituted his earliest studies—sources that seem to have had little effect on 
his “second” three-part book—Desideri’s writings develop a consistent argument that mirrors 
the order of the texts he studied and the Tibetan opinions and principles he learned. Under 
Yönten Pelzang, Desideri studied the Sūtra on the Three-fold Going for Refuge (Triśaran. agamana-
sūtra), which introduced him to the notion of refuge in Buddhism. A Buddhist, by definition, is 
one who takes refuge in the Buddha, his rule, and his community. Tsongkhapa taught that one 
must therefore distinguish true and false objects of veneration—or in Buddhist parlance, true 
and false objects of refuge. A true refuge is one that possesses all good qualities. A true refuge is 
maximally perfect. For Tsongkhapa, of course, the Buddha alone is maximally perfect; therefore, 
the Buddha alone is the true object of refuge. Classical Buddhist apologetics look almost identical 
to Christian apologetics in this respect: once the Buddha is established as the only perfect teacher, 
one argues that it is only reasonable that one take refuge in his teaching and the community that 
he established to propagate it. In this respect, it makes perfect sense not only that Desideri began 
his Tibetan studies with 70 verses that introduces students to the Buddha, the dharma, and the 
san. gha, but that he immediately progressed to the Sūtra on Individual Liberation (Prātimoks.a-sūtra).

Desideri also learned the life of the Buddha as set forth in the Sūtra of the Great Going Forth 
(Abhinis.kraman. a-sūtra), from which he learned the “high Buddhology” favored in Tibetan Bud-
dhism. All Buddhists agree that the historical Buddha Śākyamuni was a human being—at least 
in form. No premodern school of Buddhism, however, believed the Buddha to be an ordinary 
human being. All premodern Buddhist schools agreed that Buddhas were born miraculously, 
performed miracles, and bore the 32 supernatural marks of the perfect human being. From the 
second Buddhist council in the fourth century bce to the flowering of Buddhist philosophy 
in the sixth and seventh centuries ce, the general trend was to more and more transcendent, 
even quasi-theistic, conceptions of Buddhahood. Early Buddhists debated whether Buddhas 
had to gather their thoughts before responding to questions, whether they were always envel-
oped in contemplation, whether they were always born miraculously from their mothers’ sides. 
They wondered whether Buddhas suffered pain, dreamt, slept, ate, or defecated. They debated 
whether Buddhas needed to bathe. The Mahāsām. ghikas, an early Buddhist nikāya that would 
play a decisive role in influencing Mahāyāna conceptions of Buddhahood, taught that Buddhas 
were infinite, eternal, omnipotent, and omniscient. Tibetans inherited this high Buddhology. 
Although Desideri was not aware of the theistic or quasi-theistic Ādibuddhas of various Tibetan 
Buddhist orders, such as Samantabhadra or Vajradhara—nor does he appear to have known 
about Vairocana and Amitābha in China and Japan—the Tibetan traditions with which Desideri 
was familiar still taught that a Buddha is a perfectly realized being who had traversed an infinite 
number of rebirths to achieve omniscience and miraculous powers.

For Desideri, the Buddha’s omniscience, however, is not the essential point that separates 
Buddhists and Christians. The essential point that separates Christians and Buddhists is the doc-
trine of rebirth—or more colloquially, reincarnation. Desideri thinks Buddhist philosophical 
arguments for the Buddha’s omniscience and the emptiness of all things depend upon their prior 
religious commitment to the doctrine of rebirth. This point must be stressed. After arguing for 
the necessity of a single saving faith, the first task—as Desideri saw it—was to show that Bud-
dhist arguments for rebirth were inconclusive. Only then does Desideri return (with somewhat 
surprising conclusions) to Buddhist claims about omniscience and the emptiness of all things.

Doctrines of rebirth are central to the classical Indian religions. Buddhists teach that we are 
trapped in an infinite cycle of rebirths created by our own actions, or karma. Buddhists affirm, 
however, that the effects of karma, such one’s rebirths, cannot be known by ordinary minds. 
Only Buddhas can see the effects of karma, because Buddhas are omniscient by definition. This, 
however, creates one of the great problems in Buddhist philosophy. Tibetan Buddhists, like 
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Christian thinkers, reject appeals to scripture in interreligious dialogue and generally restrict the 
valid means of establishing conclusions to perception and inference. If one can neither appeal 
to scripture—nor perceive past and future lives—how can one provide rational warrant for 
rebirth? Upon what can one base the inference that allows one to conclude that reincarnation is 
true? Most Buddhist philosophers attempt to avoid this difficulty in one of two ways. The first 
strategy is to appeal to the Buddha’s own perception, which is veridical by definition. A second 
related strategy is to argue that inferences drawn from faith are legitimate before one achieves 
Buddhahood. Both arguments presuppose that the Buddha is a perfect teacher. Neither has 
been especially convincing to non-Buddhists.

Desideri—surprisingly—did not question either of these two arguments. Early modern 
Catholic theologians like Luis de Molina (1535–1600) and Francisco Suárez (1548–1617), fol-
lowing suggestions made by Thomas Aquinas in the first part of the Summa theologiae, ques-
tion 94, had speculated whether a rational nature might acquire omniscience through acts 
of acquired knowledge over an infinite temporal distance; such would have been the natural 
omniscience of Adam and Eve had they not fallen. (Of course, it was also the common teach-
ing of Christian theologians that Adam and Eve enjoyed an infused knowledge of all things 
before their fall.) But for Christian theologians of Desideri’s day, the omniscience of a saint who 
sees all things in God would be superior to any omniscience that Adam and Eve might have 
enjoyed had they lived for an infinite amount of time. And, of course, even these higher forms 
of beatific omniscience would fall infinitely short of God’s own omniscience, since God’s nature 
cannot be comprehended by any finite mind, even those that know His essence directly in the 
beatific vision. Since a Buddha only achieves omniscience through acts of empirical knowledge 
over time—since a Buddha’s omniscience was potential before being actual—a Buddha—even 
if he is maximally perfect in the order of nature—must be finite. A Buddha—a transcendent, 
perfectly realized being who has traversed an infinite number of rebirths to achieve omnisci-
ence—is not God, and (so Desideri argues) the Buddha cannot be a true refuge.

In Desideri’s mind, Buddhist arguments for the emptiness of all things depend upon previ-
ous commitment to rebirth in much the same way. The emptiness taught by Madhyamaka is of 
course a thoroughgoing anti-essentialism. This, indeed, is what allows Buddhists to be atheists. 
Denying the possibility of essence, they deny the possibility of essential existence; denying the 
possibility of essential existence, they deny the possibility of the God whose essence is to exist. 
In fact, Buddhist anti-essentialism is so thoroughgoing that one cannot appeal to natural kinds 
to explain the regularities we see in nature—one cannot appeal to some essential bovinity to 
explain why a cow gives birth to a calf or why a calf approaches its mother for milk. For Desid-
eri, though, the Buddhist denial of essences and natural kinds is effective only because the Bud-
dhist philosopher has recourse to an infinite series of rebirths whose karmic traces impel cows 
and calves to act in the ways they do. Remove rebirth and karma, and one has no convincing 
reason to deny essences or natural kinds.

To put the argument in other words: if omniscience requires the Buddha’s acquisition of 
empirical knowledge over an infinite temporal distance, the doctrines of omniscience, rebirth, 
and emptiness will be mutually confirming for those who take refuge in the Buddha, his rule, 
and his community, but circular for anyone who does not. To justify their doctrines of karma 
and rebirth, Buddhists appeal to the Buddha’s omniscience—for only a Buddha can see such 
things. But to justify the Buddha’s omniscience, they appeal to their doctrines of karma and 
rebirth—for only in those doctrines can they find the infinite temporal distance necessary for 
the Buddha to acquire omniscience. Remove the appeal to the possibility of successive actions 
over an infinite temporal distance, and one can defend neither the traditional accounts of the 
Buddha’s omniscience nor the nonexistence of essences and natural kinds.
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Ippolito Desideri’s Contribution to Buddhist-Christian Dialogue

If one cannot summarize all of Desideri’s arguments, this one meta-argument gives us a good 
sense of what Desideri might offer scholars of Buddhism, Catholic theology, and Buddhist-
Christian dialogue. For two centuries, Western scholars have labored under the myth that Bud-
dhism is a philosophy and not a religion—and several Buddhists, both Eastern and Western, 
have followed their lead. At least since Eugène Burnouf (1801–52), scholars and practitioners 
alike have stripped the Buddha of his transcendence, suppressed mention of his miracles and rel-
ics, and judged Buddhism dogmatic, idealist, empirical, skeptical, or nihilist according to their 
philosophical prejudices. Desideri gives us strong reasons to reject such attempts to demytholo-
gize Buddhism. Conversely, he gives Christian theologians a model of how they might adopt 
Buddhist notions of emptiness without abandoning their ancient and medieval metaphysical 
traditions. Remove the appeal to the possibility of successive actions over an infinite temporal 
distance, and Christians can accept Buddhist claims about emptiness—and even the omnisci-
ence of Buddhas. Once repurposed, the Madhyamaka dialectic becomes a powerful means to 
cultivate ascetic indifference to the world and compassionate concern for all equally. Moreover, 
it remains perfectly fine to describe the saints of the Church as Buddhas. If one wishes to adopt 
Desideri’s usage, he or she may venerate the Buddha Augustine, the Buddha Maximilian Kolbe, 
or Therese of Lisieux, the Little Buddha.

This is where things become interesting for the Christian theologian. According to Desideri, 
the Tibetans’ conception of the Buddha as the perfect refuge allows us to consider the possibil-
ity that God might yet save virtuous Buddhists. Tibetans, Desideri reasons, recognize God’s 
attributes in the names of the Buddhas and bodhisattvas they venerate; in seeking a refuge that 
possesses all good qualities, they implicitly seek what they explicitly deny. Jansenists had argued 
that Jews, Muslims, and pagans could not practice virtue; indeed, that they necessarily sin in all 
that they do—a position condemned by Pope Alexander VIII in 1690 (Pomplun 2010: 100). 
Desideri does not merely admit that Tibetans can practice the acquired virtues; he believes that 
Tibetan texts teach the theological virtues of faith, hope, and love. In fact, Desideri does not 
hesitate to identify the three stages of the path as Tsongkhapa outlines them with the mystical 
paths of purgation, illumination, and union. This, I think, is one of the most wide-ranging and 
speculatively daring accounts of implicit faith in the history of Catholic theology.

Medieval theologians usually restricted discussions of implicit faith to those who lived before 
the Incarnation; they recognized that virtuous Jews, Muslims, and pagans might exist, but they 
generally thought a virtuous non-Christian to be exceedingly rare. For most early modern the-
ologians, the affirmation of God’s existence and providence were sufficient to establish the pos-
sibility of implicit faith in non-Christians. The great majority of theologians, however, denied 
that a professed atheist could have implicit faith. Desideri anticipates Karl Rahner (1904–84) 
and the teaching of the Second Vatican Council in arguing that the atheist can have implicit 
faith. He leapfrogs both in arguing that God might even grant the virtuous atheist genuinely 
mystical graces. For Desideri, if one grants the possibility of implicit faith in the non-Christian, 
even the Tibetan Buddhist, one must grant the possibility of implicit hope and implicit love. In 
this respect, Buddhism might very well be the singular instance in which a positive atheist can 
be a believer imbued with the apostolic desire to help all sentient beings.

With Rahner, Desideri recognizes that the modern doctrine of implicit faith is first and fore-
most a postulate of practical evangelization; it serves to remind us that no one has been abandoned 
by God, least of all those who earnestly seek Him, that no Christian can shirk his or her evan-
gelical duties, and that the missionary who fails to live the Gospel gives the non-Christian reason 
to doubt. With Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905–88), however, Desideri believes the relationship 
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between Christian and non-Christian to be governed by a logic of analogy. There remains 
between the Christian and the non-Christian an ever-greater dissimilarity, an infinite distance that 
can be bridged neither by the missionary nor the person he or she evangelizes, but only the grace 
Desideri believed to be animating and exciting the Buddhists he encountered. What does the 
Christian make, Desideri asks, of the fact that Tibetan Buddhists routinely identify the refuge they 
seek as “infinite compassion” or “all good,” just as Christian theologians identify God analogously 
as “prime mover” or “pure act”? What do Christians make of the fact that the books of the Bud-
dhists teach every virtue, even humility? What do they make of the fact that Buddhists live lives 
of heroic virtue when Christians do not? What do they make of the fact that Buddhists seem to 
fit the criteria of Balthasar’s “analogous Christians” and not just those of Karl Rahner’s allegedly 
“anonymous” ones?

Desideri fully recognized Tibetans to be his philosophical equals. He neither denied reason 
to Buddhists nor reduced their religion to reason alone. One finds in his writings a comparative 
theology, a comparative metaphysics, a comparative spirituality, a comparative virtue ethic, even 
a comparative study of ritual. Above all, one finds an unrelenting insistence on the necessity of 
humility in the face of the philosophical and theological achievements of other cultures. The 
Jesuit never pretended that a Christian should not preach the gospel or that there were no dif-
ferences between Christians and Buddhists, but neither did he waver in his conviction that the 
West could learn from other cultures or that Christians could learn from Buddhists. Desideri’s 
interlocutors might not have recognized their arguments in his writings. They most certainly 
would not have thought his arguments sound. The chief philosophical accomplishment of Desi-
deri’s Tibetan writings is to show that Buddhists define the parameters of reason and argumen-
tation to provide warrant for previously existing religious beliefs; the chief result of studying 
them is the realization that Christian philosophers and theologians do the same.

Notes
1 Desideri’s letters, account, and legal defenses can be found in the final three volumes of Petech (1954–

6). For a complete translation of Desideri’s Notizie istoriche de’ Regni del Tibet e Memorie de’ Viaggi e Mis-
sione, see Michael Sweet and Leonard Zwilling 2010. For additional historical details, see Sweet 2018; 
Zwilling 2018.

2 Desideri’s Tibetan manuscripts are found in Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu [ARSI], Goana cod. 
73–76a. For facsimiles and Italian translations of three of Desideri’s four main Tibetan manuscripts, see 
Giuseppe Toscano 1981, 1982, 1984, 1989. For a summary of the scholarly debate about Desideri’s 
Tibetan manuscripts, see Pomplun 2019.
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Introduction

In June 1963, the images of a prominent Buddhist monk, Venerable Thích Quảng Đức, burn-
ing himself to death on a busy street in Saigon shocked the U.S. and the West. His act of self-
immolation was to call the world’s attention to the South Vietnamese government’s repression 
of Buddhism. It was a political statement of how Buddhists felt marginalized by the religious 
policy, first by the French administration during the colonial era in the late nineteenth century, 
and then by the anticommunist Catholic president Ngô Đình Diê.m of South Vietnam. The 
incident marked a climax of the long tension between the Buddhist majority and the Catholic 
minority in Vietnam since the seventeenth century. For most of their history, the two religious 
communities have had a complicated relationship ranging from opposition to coexistence.

This chapter presents a historical background of Catholic-Buddhist interreligious engagement 
in Vietnam past and present—and the lessons drawn from the turbulent relationship between 
Vietnam’s two largest religions. I will first offer a general history of the religions and beliefs in 
Vietnam, focusing on the development of Buddhism, then Catholicism in the country. Next, 
I will turn my attention to the ups and downs of the Buddhist-Catholic relations for the past 
400 years. Finally, I will present insights and challenges for a fruitful coexistence and collabora-
tion between their members in present-day Vietnam, and among the Vietnamese in the diaspora.

Religions of Vietnam in Context

According to the 2019 Vietnam’s national census report, 86.3% of the 96.2 million people do 
not declare their religious affiliation. They are classified either as belonging to folk religion or 
as having no religion. Among 14.7% who are categorized as religious believers, 6.1% reported 
themselves to be Catholics, 4.8% as Buddhists, 1% as Protestants, 1.02% as Hoa Hao Buddhists, 
and 0.58% as Caodaists; the last two are indigenous new religions. Based on the memberships 
in religious organization recognized by the government, the statistics do not sufficiently recog-
nize the fluid characteristics of the religious life in Vietnam. In fact, the complex relationships 
between Buddhists and Catholics in Vietnam, as we shall see later in this chapter, mostly concern 
with religious memberships and boundaries, as well as power dynamics and social standings.
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Up until the 1920s, there was no accurate way to determine who belongs to which religion, 
except for the Catholics who keep baptismal records. Vietnamese people of the past, and some 
at present, practice what religious scholars call “multiple religious belonging,” or more accu-
rately, “multi-religious practice.” To the Vietnamese mind, no word could capture the Christian 
or Western meaning of “religion” as a cohesive body of doctrines and practices embodied in 
an organized religious community (“church”). On the contrary, they embrace a religious senti-
ment that could be described as a “teaching” (giáo) or “way” (đa.o) of living. Most of them prac-
tice some folk religious custom, stemming from an animist worldview, incorporating Confucian 
ethics and rituals, Daoist magic, divinization and spirit medium, and Buddhist worldview and 
devotions into their religious life (Cadière 1958/1992). There was neither separation between 
philosophy and religion nor between beliefs and practices. Vietnamese traditional religions were 
not organized like their Chinese counterparts or Western religions. Temples and texts did exist, 
but apart from the veneration of communal heroes and spirits, religious sentiments and beliefs 
varied from family to family (Tran 2018a: 1–3).

Buddhism in Vietnam

Buddhism came to Vietnam from India and China as early as the second century ce when the 
country was under Chinese administration. Mahayana Buddhism has been predominant form 
throughout the history, even though it developed into several tradition and distinct schools 
(Giap 1932; T.T. Nguyen 2008: 17–23). Between the sixth and tenth centuries, the religion 
gained traction in the population with the occasional arrivals of Chan (Zen) monks from China. 
The monks of the Vinitaruci lineage also practiced some elements of Tantric Buddhism, such as 
the usage of mantras and mandalas. By the eleventh century, Pureland Buddhism also appeared 
in Vietnam (C.T. Nguyen & Barber 1998). Being geographically proximate and culturally affili-
ate to China, Vietnamese Buddhism shares many features with Chinese Buddhism that made it 
difficult to distinguish between the two traditions.

Buddhism flourished in Vietnam between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries. Already 
in the tenth century, it gained an official status at the newly independent state. Chan and 
Tantric masters were influential political advisors at the court. Lý Thái Tổ, the founder of the 
Lý dynasty (1010–1225) came to power with the support of Buddhist monks. In turn, he and 
his successors became powerful patrons of Buddhism. They built important Buddhist monas-
teries and temples in the capital Thăng Long (today Hanoi) and imported the Tripitaka from 
China (C.T. Nguyen 1997: 13–20). The successive Trâ ̀n dynasty (1225–1400) also became 
Buddhist benefactors and patrons. However, despite being devout Buddhists, the kings of the 
Trần dynasty had adopted a more inclusive government policy. They did not employ Buddhist 
monks as political advisors at the court but relied on Confucian mandarins for statecraft to 
build consensus among the mandarins and military officers during their defensive wars against 
Mongol invasions. However, when peace was restored, the court supported Buddhism by 
building numerous temples. Many members of the nobility also became Buddhist monks (T.T. 
Nguyen 2008: 146–151). An account of Thiền (Chan/Zen) Buddhism in Vietnam from the 
sixth to the thirteenth century, the Thiê ̀n Uyê ̉n Tâp̣ Anh, was composed during this time (C.T. 
Nguyen 1997).

In the fourteenth century, a slow tide began to turn against the popularity of Buddhism. Sev-
eral prominent Confucians criticized Buddhism and legislated laws against its expansion. By the 
fifteenth century, Buddhism lost its royal supports and suffered a decline as subsequent dynas-
ties took Confucianism as state ideology for governance. Thiền Buddhism remained private 
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practice, and Pureland Buddhism became the religion of the masses, focusing on rites for the 
dead. Some occasional rulers supported Buddhism, but for the most part, the religion could not 
rise to the prominent position as in earlier times.

To maintain its influence in society, Buddhism reinvented itself as one of the Triple Religion, 
sharing the same root (tam giáo đồng nguyên) and having the same purpose (tam giáo đồng quy). 
Buddhism saw its role is to complement Confucianism and Daoism in serving humanity. Bud-
dhists focus on the afterlife concern, whereas Confucians on keeping social orders, and Daoists 
on personal healthcare and leisure. A portrait of the Three Founders (Sakyamuni, Confucius, 
and Laozi) could be seen in many Buddhist and Daoist temples in North Vietnam. At a popular 
level, the religion had a syncretic relationship with elements of the indigenous folk religion and 
Daoist magic.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Nguyê ̃n rulers in Cochinchina (South 
Vietnam) supported Buddhism to foster an identity for the new state. They invited Chan 
monks from China to revive Buddhism (T.T. Nguyen 2008: 196–205). However, these efforts 
did not last. In the nineteenth century, Confucianism again became the dominant ideology of 
the royal court; Buddhism became marginalized again, along with Daoism and Catholicism. 
The situation of Buddhism during the French colonial era was not any better. The colonialist 
government restricted the organization of Buddhist temples and supervised their activities.

Vietnamese Buddhists resisted the French domination during the colonial era in a series of 
renewal movements both in the general population and among the intellectuals. In the twenti-
eth century, Buddhist intellectuals in Vietnam wanted to modernize the religion, as elsewhere 
in Asia. Beginning in the 1920s, their campaign of Buddhist revival movement (Chấn hu’ng Phâ.t 
giáo) through several associations was an effort to reform and strengthen Buddhism through the 
spread of Buddhist magazines and education (McHale 2004: 157–164). The movement also 
brought Buddhist activists to the political and social movement; they wanted Buddhism to be 
relevant, especially in the second half of the twentieth century (De Vido 2007).

During the Vietnam War, Buddhists in South Vietnam became more involved in politics and 
organized into several “Buddhist churches” with hierarchy parallel to Catholicism, especially 
after Ngô Đình Diêṃ’s era. Buddhist denominations and institutions flourished until the end 
of the Vietnam War in 1975. Among the most prominent was the United Buddhist Sangha of 
Vietnam (Giáo Hô. i Phâ.t Giáo Viê.t Nam Thống Nhất), found by in 1964 by Thích Trí Quang 
and Thích Tâm Châu, which brought together most of the Buddhist lineages in South Vietnam 
(Gheddo 1970: 267–269).

After the Fall of Saigon in 1975, the whole country came under communist rule. Religious 
practices, including Buddhism, were curtailed. The government had a strong control over reli-
gious organizations and activities. Already in the North, the government had created a Buddhist 
Sangha of Vietnam in 1981 and co-opted the monks and Buddhist leaders to function under 
government auspices. The United Buddhist Sangha of [South] Vietnam refused to join the 
government-sponsored Buddhist Sangha. Consequently, the government outlawed it, impris-
oned the sangha leadership, and seized and transferred its properties to the Buddhist Sangha of 
Vietnam, under full state control.

Since the Renewal (Đổi Mới)—the Vietnamese version of perestroika—in 1986, Buddhist 
activities have been normalized with many temples flourishing in the official Buddhist Sangha 
of Vietnam. Vietnam has hosted several international Vesak celebrations since 2008. Still, the 
United Buddhist Sangha of [South] Vietnam and other non-sanctioned Buddhist groups are 
banned in Vietnam and only operate in exile outside the country.
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Catholicism in Vietnam

In the second half of the sixteenth century, the Franciscans, Dominicans, and Augustinians 
began their mission in the territories now called Vietnam. However, the language barrier and 
political situation in Vietnam were not favorable to these early missionaries, and they made few 
advances. The Catholic mission to Vietnam improved in the first decades of the seventeenth 
century, when the Jesuits, accompanying Portuguese merchants, came first to Cochinchina 
(South Vietnam) in 1615 and later to Tonkin (North Vietnam) in 1627 (Tran 2018b).

From their earlier experience of missionary activities in China and Japan, the Jesuits quickly 
learned the local language and converted hundreds of people, including some members of the 
nobility. Together with local aides, they established Christian communities in both parts of 
Vietnam. The Jesuit mission was quite successful at first. Within a few decades, the Christian 
population grew to an estimated 100,000 by 1647 and 300,000 in 1663 (Tran 2018a: 26).

Among the early Jesuit missionaries was Alexander de Rhodes (1593–1660), who had a 
quite influential role in forming the native church (Phan 1998: 38–68). Together with other 
Jesuit pioneers, he developed the alphabet for the Vietnamese language that continues to be 
used today. After spending significant time in both parts of Vietnam, de Rhodes was sent back 
to Europe by his superiors to get more support for the mission. While in Rome, he actively 
lobbied the Holy See to appoint bishops to care for the growing Christian population.

At first, Rome was not interested in de Rhodes’s project, so he went to Paris to gather 
support among the French clergy, leading to the eventual establishment of the Paris Society 
of Foreign Missions (MEP). In 1659, the Holy See appointed three French bishops from this 
group as apostolic vicars for the Far East—two for Vietnam (Cochinchina and Tonkin) and one 
for China (Nanking)—with the mandate to build up the native clergy and formation of the 
local church. The appointment of bishops was a significant decision since it put the missionary 
activity in Vietnam directly under the supervision of Rome, rather than the Portuguese crown 
(as in the padroado system). Under this arrangement, the bishops could expand the local church 
beyond the monopoly of the Jesuits by including other missionary groups as well as forming the 
native clergy (Tran 2018a: 26–30).

While the Jesuits enjoyed early success in their evangelizing mission, cultural conflict with 
the Confucian court and political concerns resulted in prohibitions of Christianity and mission-
aries by successive rulers beginning in the middle of the seventeenth century. The attitude of 
the lords of Vietnam toward the missionaries and the “religion of the West” vacillated according 
to the political climates. Still, for the most part, the native Christians were left alone to practice 
their faith.

The French missionary priest (and later bishop) Pierre Pigneau de Béhaine (1741–99) 
played a substantial role in Vietnamese Catholic history. In the 1780s, he met and supported 
the fugitive prince Nguyê ̃n Ánh in the wars against the Tây Sơn brothers to get his throne 
back. Pigneau became the prince’s advisor and foreign minister during the military campaign, 
with the help of French volunteers. The bishop hoped that his political involvement would 
support the expansion of the Catholic Church in Vietnam. When Nguyê ̃n Ánh conquered all 
of Vietnam and became emperor Gia Long in 1802, he practiced a religious tolerance policy.

The situation quickly changed in the 1820s when his son, Emperor Minh Maṇg (r. 1820–
41), needed to consolidate his powers in the face of French expansion and Catholic support in 
local uprisings. As a strict Confucian, Minh Maṇg was averted to the French and their religion, 
seeing Catholicism as a plague of society. Still, in the early part of his reign, he did not take 
any action against Catholic mission activities. The emperor became intolerant of the religion 
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after many rebellions broke out in the 1830s. He outlawed Catholicism and began to execute 
the missionaries and native believers who did not renounce the faith (Ramsay 2008: 68–91). 
The policy was carried out by his successors Emperor Thiêụ Tri ̣(r. 1841–7), and especially Tự 
Đức (r. 1848–83). It is estimated that more than a thousand Catholics died for the faith in the 
nineteenth century.

Under the pretext of protecting the French and Spanish missionaries and native Catholics, 
France invaded Cochinchina in 1861–2 and forced Emperor Tự Đức to practice religious toler-
ance. The French eventually took control of the whole Vietnam by 1885 as part of the French 
Indochina. During this period, Catholics were free to practice their religions, build massive 
churches, and run schools as well as other social services. The Church grew slowly but steadily 
by the end of the nineteenth century.

In the twentieth century, Catholics enjoyed a prominent role in Vietnamese society, even 
though their percentage was never more than 7%. In 1925, Vatican established an apostolic 
delegate (a nondiplomatic official) for Indochina. The first native Catholic bishop was installed 
in 1933 (Keith 2008). For much of the twentieth century, Vietnamese Catholics were caught 
up in the anti-atheist, anti-communist politics. During the first few years of the Indochina War 
(1946–54), Catholics were divided in their support for the communist Viet Minh against the 
French. But they gravitated more to the anti-communist position in accord with the Church’s 
directive at the time.

After the Geneva Accord of 1954 that divided Vietnam into two countries, about 800,000 
Catholics from the North moved to South Vietnam. This massive exodus of Catholics left 
the Church in the North with few personnel and resources, but the Church in the South 
enjoyed tremendous growth (Hansen 2009). Within 20 years, the Catholic of South Viet-
nam developed rapidly from five dioceses to 15 dioceses by 1975 while the number of 
dioceses in the North stayed the same. They built many new churches, schools, hospitals, 
clinics, orphanages, and other centers of social or educational services. Catholics in South 
Vietnam also were active in politics and trusted by the government because of their anticom-
munist stance.

After 1975, the Church was united again, but this time being restricted and isolated by the 
communist government. All diplomatic relationship with the Vatican and Western churches 
were cut off; foreign missionaries were expelled. Catholicism was not outlawed, but its social 
activities were severely curbed and monitored by the central government. The Church and its 
institutions were deemed an obstacle to build a socialist country. Most of the church-run insti-
tutions—schools, hospitals, clinics, and orphanages—were either closed or transferred to the 
local government. Prominent church leaders were either imprisoned or put under house arrest 
(Denney 1990). Until the collapse of the Soviet bloc, the communist government of Vietnam 
viewed the Catholic Church as the extension of Western opposition to the communist legiti-
macy during the Cold War. In 1988, the Vietnamese government protested the canonization 
of 117 martyrs of Vietnam accusing the Vatican of making a political act to encourage Catholic 
resistance to communist assimilation (Chu 2006).

However, beginning in the 1990s, Vietnam–Vatican relations have warmed up somewhat, 
and many church activities have been resumed. The Holy See forms a working committee 
with the Vietnamese government to coordinate religious matters in Vietnam, especially in the 
appointment of bishops (Phan 2009). Even though there are no diplomatic relations between 
the two countries, a nonresidential papal nuncio was appointed in 2011 to work toward the 
normalization of diplomacy and full restoration of Catholic educational and social activities in 
Vietnam in the coming years.
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A Brief History of Buddhist-Catholic Relations

Buddhist-Catholic relations in Vietnam can be described as the meeting of two opposite char-
acters, somewhat analogous to the Hindu-Muslim situation in India. Catholicism was viewed as 
a foreign, institutionalized, monotheistic minority confronted a loosely organized, pantheistic 
majority and challenged its domination. Buddhism had been virtually the religion of Viet-
namese people for a millennial before Catholic missionaries arrived in the sixteenth century. 
Compared to the Catholic Church, the Buddhist community was not aggressive in terms of 
seeking converts. Its syncretistic tendency allowed Buddhists to mix into the general popula-
tion, whereas Catholics would stand out because of their beliefs and practices. The 400 years of 
history of Buddhist-Catholic relations can be divided into four periods.

1. Competition: from the arrival of Catholicism in Vietnam in the early decades of the sev-
enteenth century to the middle of the nineteenth century;

2. Conflict: during the French colonial era and President Diem’s government (1885–1963);
3. Coexistence: after 1963 in South Vietnam; in the North, little interaction between Bud-

dhists and Christians until recently; and
4. Collaboration: after 1975 (overseas) and after 1990 (in Vietnam).

Competition

During the earliest period, Buddhist and Christian relations in Vietnam followed the pattern 
of evangelization in Japan and China—“Support Confucianism and Repudiate Buddhism.” 
After the initial encounter with Buddhism in Japan, the Jesuit missionaries quickly discovered 
that Buddhism would be their main competitor for the Japanese souls, as well as influence 
with powerful warlords (Lai & von Brück 2001: 106–109). Likewise, when Matteo Ricci first 
entered China, he introduced himself and his fellow Jesuits as “monks from the West.” Soon 
after, as Ricci discovered how the Ming intellectuals looked down on Buddhism, he abandoned 
the Buddhist garbs and wore Confucian attires. Ricci started making friends among the Confu-
cian literati and gradually gained support from local mandarins and scholars. To gain the trust 
of the ruling class, the Jesuits praised the classical Confucian teachings and attacked some of the 
popular Buddhist beliefs like reincarnation (Lai & von Brück 2001: 69–71).

When the Jesuits began to evangelize in Vietnam, they adopted a similar strategy. The Jesuits 
presented Christianity as complementary to the existing Confucian structure and superior to 
Buddhism and Daoism. There were relatively few conflicts during these times between Catholic 
missionaries and local Buddhist leaders. At this time, Buddhism was primarily a popular ritual-
ized religion. Few people were well versed in Buddhist teachings or meditation practices. The 
monks (su̓ ) and lay-priest (sãi) were concerned with the rites for the dead. In North Vietnam, 
Buddhist temples were places of popular devotion, where the ordinary people came to ask for 
blessings and protection from misfortunes.

In several debates at the court of Tonkin, the missionaries were able to win over some Bud-
dhist intellectuals and monks. Several converted to Catholicism and became valuable assistants 
to the missionaries. Convinced by the “truth” they had found, these converts from Buddhism 
helped to propagate the faith. Since they were members of the literati, their rhetoric and writing 
skills in classical Chinese—the language of the intellectuals—as well as vernacular Vietnamese 
helped the missionaries adapt the Christian message to Vietnamese ears using local expressions. 
They were essential collaborators of the Jesuits missionaries in spreading the faith through their 
teachings and writings (Phan 1998: 53).
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The main conflicts during this early period were more with the Confucian class. Some 
Catholic practices were at odd with Confucian social protocols. The missionary insistence on 
monogamy and refusal to adapt to the traditional religious rites (“ancestral rites controversy”) 
caused alienation to many who upheld the Confucian ethics. Filial piety (hiếu) and well-ordered 
family life were at the heart of Vietnamese Confucianism. First, if a man does not have a son to 
carry the family name, he would have to take on other wives and concubines if he could afford 
it. Among the upper class, this was a routine practice. Some mandarins and nobility could not 
convert to Catholicism even though they liked the new religion because of this social obliga-
tion. Second, even though Jesuit missionaries were extremely careful with upholding the ances-
tral rite, zealous converts dismantled the family altars and abandoned the food offerings to the 
dead. In some extreme cases, they disregarded the social protocols of customary funeral rites by 
refusing to participate in the “pagan” activities (Alberts 2018: 292–301).

The aversion of Christian foreignness and suspicion of Western expansion prompted Vietnam-
ese rulers to prohibit the evangelization of Catholicism as early as the middle of the seventeenth 
century. They saw this new religion as a subversive force that would undermine the stability of 
society if not being curtailed. It did not help that Christians tended to separate themselves from 
fellow countrymen, followed strange customs and behaviors, and were loyal to their foreign lead-
ers than obeying local authorities. The situation was not unlike early Christians in the Roman 
Empire who suffered from the misunderstanding of the officials in charge. Prohibition and perse-
cution of Vietnamese Catholics and expulsion of missionaries would naturally follow for the next 
200 years, with repeated royal decrees outlawing Catholicism (Ramsay 2008: 44–48).

Conflict

For most of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the two religions ignored each other. 
Catholics tended to live in separate villages and had their own way of life. It all changed in the 
1830s when French Catholic missionaries got involved in local politics and supported the upris-
ing movements against the Nguyễn court. Already being suspicious of a separatist motive, the 
threat of a French invasion prompted the Nguyen dynasty’s emperors—from Minh Maṇg to Tự 
Đức—to step up their proscription of Catholicism (Ramsay 2008: 68–91). If the persecution 
of Catholics was mainly local harassment and restriction of missionary activity in the previous 
centuries, the prohibition of Catholicism in the nineteenth century was a countrywide program 
that would hunt and capture the missionaries and local priests and punish the Catholic faithful 
who supported them. Those who did not renounce their faith would be put to death. More 
than 130,000 Catholics died for the faith during this time, not counting a handful of Western 
missionaries (Dung 2019). The persecution would raise concern for France and Spain, who had 
sent missionaries to Vietnam regularly for more than 180 years by then.

At the threat of a possible invasion from Western powers, the Nguyễn court adopted a policy 
of “separate and mix” the Catholic population during Tự Đức’s reign. Those Catholics who 
were captured during provincial raids by imperial orders would have a choice—either death or 
living in exile among non-Catholic and Buddhist villages. Those who choose the latter option 
would be tattooed on their face with the word “heterodox religion” 左道 (tả đa.o) to mark their 
status. Catholics would live as a minority among Buddhists, and of course, the Church authori-
ties encouraged them to keep their separateness as much as they could. There were suspicion 
and distrust of Catholics by Buddhists who were supposed to watch them.

After Vietnam lost the wars to France and had been under the colonial administration, 
the situation reversed. The French authority often sided with the Catholic party when there 
were disputes. Catholics were allowed to build new churches while Buddhist temples were 
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left unattended or in ruin. The high position that many Catholics enjoyed caused resentment 
among their Buddhist countrymen. The Buddhists, in turn, supported the Scholars’ Revolt 
(Văn Thân), an anticolonial and anti-Christian movement and at the core of the Royalist Resist-
ance (Cần Vương) movement during the years 1885–1889 (Nhat-Hanh 1967: 23). Under the 
banner “Pacify the Westerners and Massacre the Heretics” (Bình Tây Sát Tả), these movements 
attacked Catholic villages and killed many Catholics, especially during the years 1874, 1885–86 
(McLeod 1997).

After the failure of many uprisings to drive away the French, moderate Buddhists saw the 
need to reform themselves to regain influence in society. The modernization of Buddhism in 
Vietnam took inspiration from similar movements across Asia, inspired by the Chinese master 
Tai Xu. Buddhist revivalism took place in many cities in the Southern part of Vietnam as a form 
of resistance to Western domination by culturally minded Buddhists (De Vido 2009). They also 
saw that Catholicism, with the French colonial government’s support, would take over Vietnam 
in several generations if there was nothing to stop them.

As both Catholics and Buddhists got involved in politics, the distrust between their leaders 
grew. To be fair, Vietnamese church leaders would be more on the same side as their Buddhist 
counterparts in the resistance movements to overthrow French colonial rulings. Catholics were 
as patriotic as Buddhists, but the Church of Vietnam was still largely handled by French and 
Spanish bishops who had little regard for Buddhism. During the First Indochina War (1946–
54), Catholics fought against the French as well as against the communist Viet Minh. When 
Viet Minh secured a victory against the French at Dien Bien Phu, North Vietnam was under 
the control of the communist government. Fearing retaliation, many Vietnamese Catholics led 
by their priests fled to the South when the war ended.

With a sudden influx of 800,000 Catholics from North Vietnam between 1954 and 1955 
following the Geneva Accords, the religious dynamic in the South changed rapidly. It gave Mr. 
Ngô Đình Diệm, a devout Catholic and president of a newly founded government, a boon. In 
forming a government in a country eroded by division and corruption, the Catholic president 
found in the new refugees a political asset. Mr. Diêṃ quickly resettled them and gave them 
special privileges in the allocation of land, business favors, and tax concessions. To the Catholic 
president, these Catholics were far more militantly anticommunist than the relaxed Buddhists. 
In addition, many had better education and quickly rose to positions of authority in public 
service and military promotion far more in proportion to their numbers. Many young men, 
anxious to advance their civil or military career, converted to Catholicism (Hansen 2009).

As a result, tension built up between the two faith communities, especially when the presi-
dent’s brother, Msgr. Ngô Đình Thuc̣, the Archbishop of Hue, procured favorable treatment 
for Catholics in his diocese and elsewhere. Hue, the former capital of the Nguyê ̃n dynasty, is 
also the Buddhist center of South Vietnam. Buddhist resentment escalated as Archbishop Thuc̣ 
expanded Catholic presence and power in their territory. In this situation, many Buddhists saw 
their religion as being under threat again. It was the beginning of a crisis in which the Buddhists 
spearheaded social discontent, as the Diem government became increasingly authoritarian.

The climax happened in May 1963 when the Buddhists in Hue were denied the right to 
display their religious flag during Vesak, even though the Catholics were allowed to do so a 
week earlier. They went to the street in Hue to protest against the ban; the government reacted 
forcefully, and nine unarmed civilians were killed. Buddhist demonstrations broke out in Hue 
and several major cities across South Vietnam, led by Buddhist monks and intellectuals. A month 
later, Ven. Thích Quảng Đức burned himself to death publicly in Saigon to protest the perceived 
limits on religious freedom. Other monks and nuns followed suit. The crisis ended when the 
military staged a coup and assassinated President Diêṃ and his brother in November of that year.
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Meanwhile, in North Vietnam, not much was happening between the Catholics and Bud-
dhists under the communist government. The two faith communities remained isolated from 
each other just as it was before the nineteenth century.

Coexistence

After President Diêṃ was overthrown, most Vietnamese credited the Buddhists rather than 
the generals who led the coup. The Buddhists themselves wanted to remain involved in Viet-
namese politics and have some voice in the government. The Catholics, meanwhile, were 
uneasy. Many Catholics in the army supported the coup because they were unhappy with 
the growing power of the Ngô’s family. However, they were also suspicious of the growing 
Buddhist power. Furthermore, they felt that the Buddhists were insufficiently anticommunist. 
Between 1964 to 1966, there were a number of protests and riots by Buddhists who felt the 
military government did not advance their causes. In the central coastal region, violent street 
fighting took place, and one Catholic village was burned down. Religion was mixed with 
politics.

When the unrest stopped, both Catholic and Buddhist leaders realized that the country 
needs healing and cooperation to fight the communists effectively. Leaders from both sides 
embraced a dialogical rather than confrontational approach. The change of religious engage-
ment also paralleled a dialogical approach favored by Vatican II. The Catholic Church’s view 
of the religions, exemplified in the document Nostra Aetate, painted them in a more positive 
light. In this document, for the first time, the Church acknowledged the positive contribution 
of Buddhism. No longer is Buddhism deemed to be a practice of idolatry and false religion. 
The Catholic Church encouraged its members to foster interfaith dialogue and collaboration 
for the common good.

Furthermore, the Vatican II Church also urged its members to seriously contextualize their 
faith in its cultural and religious settings. The process, described by scholars as inculturation or 
indigenization, challenged Vietnamese Catholics to learn about their religious environment. 
To be a credible witness for the Christian faith in Vietnam, Catholic seminarians, priests, and 
religious sisters and brothers must learn about Buddhist belief and practice. Some adopted Zen 
meditation as a spiritual practice. Buddhist scholars were often invited to give lectures at Catho-
lic seminaries and religious institutions.

The mutual enrichment also went in the opposite direction. Buddhists also learned from 
Catholics how to organize themselves into “church” and adopted a hierarchical structure for 
better functioning. Monks now earned their titles by ranks and seniority in the Buddhist 
hierarchy. Encouraged by the examples of Catholics, Buddhists also got involved in charitable 
works, education, and healthcare. For example, Thích Nhâ ́t Haṇh founded the School of 
Youth for Social Service as an activity of “Engaged Buddhism.” In the area of education, a 
network of Buddhist secondary schools, the Bồ Đề (Bodhi) Schools, were established in major 
cities across South Vietnam. A Buddhist university was found in Saigon in 1970, named after 
the eleventh-century Zen Master Vaṇ Haṇh. Lay organizations such as the Buddhist Family 
Association (Gia Đình Phâ.t Tử) helped youth and young adults engage in social and religious 
activities.

As more Buddhists and Catholics were involved in interreligious marriage, the engagement 
level took on a personal note. People often exchanged gifts and wishes at the religious festivi-
ties—Christmas and the Buddha’s birthday (Vesak). It has been quite common for Catholics 
to visit Buddhist temples during New Year Eve and Vesak, and for Buddhists to attend church 
service on Christmas Eve and Catholic weddings and funerals.
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Collaboration

The end of the Vietnam War in 1975 brought the two religious communities closer to each other 
than ever before, both in Vietnam and among the Vietnamese living in the diaspora. Inside Viet-
nam, the control of religions by the communist government brought Vietnamese Catholics and 
Buddhists together as they shared the same fate. Most of the religious-based schools, healthcare, 
and social institutions in South Vietnam were taken over by the government. Religious activities 
were restricted and monitored. Prominent leaders were imprisoned and confined in house arrest. 
Both faith communities suffered from the same oppression and learned to support each other for 
survival. They have also learned to adjust to the communist government.

Given a somewhat open atmosphere in the state-controlled religious affairs after the Fall of 
the Soviet bloc, both Catholic and Buddhist communities have flourished again. This time, 
Vietnamese Buddhists and Catholics can no longer compete for political positions or power 
as they did in the earlier period. The government seems to tolerate and even welcome their 
charitable projects. While the government controls the growth of their clergy and infrastruc-
ture, it allows them to build more churches and temples, establish institutes of learning, and 
recruit religious personnel. Living in a largely secular and consumerist society of contemporary 
Vietnam where religious faith is secondary to the pursuit of material wealth, Buddhists and 
Catholics learn to work together in promoting ethics and works of charity. In recent years, they 
have cooperated in caring for people with HIV/AIDS, providing food to people in poor com-
munities, and assisting victims of natural disasters.

Outside Vietnam, the coexistence and collaboration among Vietnamese Buddhists and 
Catholics have also happened in a similar pattern. In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, hun-
dreds of thousands of Vietnamese came to the U.S. and the Western world as refugees and 
immigrants. Vietnamese Buddhists have lived among the Christian majority in the West as with 
their Catholic countrymen. The open religious attitude of the Western world toward religion 
made Vietnamese Buddhists feel at ease to practice their faiths. The Buddhist and Catholic 
leaders often collaborate on social and cultural projects that benefit the whole Vietnamese com-
munities, working for peace and justice as well as humanitarian causes.

Interreligious marriages have become more common among the overseas Vietnamese, and 
with that, most former suspicion and barriers are broken down. It is common in many reli-
giously mixed households to attend each other’s religious services and festivals as appropriate.

Spiritual exchanges foster mutual learning for the two communities. In the religious cir-
cle, Venerable Thích Nhất Haṇh (1926–2022) was a popular and respected speaker among 
Vietnamese Catholics and Buddhists. His works in comparative religious studies have been 
translated into Vietnamese and well-received in both communities. Unfortunately, Thích Nhất 
Haṇh remained a pioneer in this interfaith engagement at the formal level, and few Vietnamese 
Buddhists and Catholics follow his practices.

Looking Forward: Insights and Prospects

Although Buddhist-Catholic relations have improved steadily for the past 50 years, there are still 
a couple of areas that might challenge the progress in interreligious friendship and collaboration 
between the two communities.

The first issue concerns the number of adherents. Traditionally, Buddhism has enjoyed being 
the most popular religion of Vietnam, and Catholicism is a visible minority. The situation has 
changed recently, however. While the Catholic population has been stable around 6 to 7% of 
the total population for the past 50 years, the number of Buddhists has dropped to 14.9% (2017 
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government census) and to 4.8% in 2019. For the first time in Vietnamese history, Catholicism 
has become the largest religious group by percentage, and Buddhism takes second place.

The change in the Buddhist population could be due to a change in who counts as a Bud-
dhist. Unlike the Catholic Church, which keeps track of its members through the baptismal 
record, there is no way to know precisely the number of Buddhist adherents. Buddhism by 
nature is a voluntary path. It is quite a challenge to know how one is identified as a Buddhist 
unless he or she formally declares himself or herself a Buddhist through a pledge of taking the 
“triple refuge” under the witness of a monk or nun. The government census relies on self-dec-
laration. Thus, many Buddhists might not see themselves as formally belonging to the religion 
since they might not have any affiliation with a Buddhist temple or institution.

Although much progress has been made to reconcile the historical animosity, the two com-
munities still need to overcome the past political tension, especially as the Buddhist population 
has dropped, as we have seen in the government census. Buddhist leaders are alarmed at this 
trend, and some already show their resentment and jealousy, especially with the global influence 
of Catholicism and the decline of Buddhist power in Vietnam. A task for Buddhist-Catholic 
dialogue is to engage each religion’s fundamentalists, certainly with respect to any demonization 
of the other that led to religious violence in the past. In dialogue, one must refrain from the 
temptation to speak for one’s tradition, and instead, try to speak from one’s tradition. Coopera-
tion, not competition, is the key to heal past wounds that could easily be evoked.

Second, concerning interreligious engagements, tension could be found more within the 
family than in external relations. Many families now have a Catholic spouse or relative, or vice 
versa, a Buddhist one. The power dynamic is often at play in these relations asymmetrically. 
Buddhist leaders express dismay at the Catholic practice of making the non-Catholic (in many 
cases, Buddhist) formally join the Church as a condition for marriage, even though in many 
cases, it is a voluntary act by the Buddhist groom or bride rather than a formal act required by 
the Catholic family. Nevertheless, it seems that in an interreligious marriage, the Buddhist is on 
the losing side (T.H. Nguyen 2017).

The tension escalates when the interfaith couple must decide whether their children should 
be baptized and brought up in the Catholic faith. The Catholic practice of baptizing a loved one 
at the moment of death also causes tension. Buddhists complain that Catholics take advantage of 
the helpless lifelong Buddhist at these deathbed conversions. As a result, Catholic evangelization 
has a negative tone when the Catholics proclaim it to Buddhist ears.

A remedy for this situation is to continue to improve the theological engagements and 
spiritual exchanges that started in the 1970s, allowing the two sides to see that the two major 
religions of Vietnam could complement each other. They do not have to be in competition and 
confrontation as in the past. Catholicism and Buddhism are not enemies; they have a lot in com-
mon, notwithstanding their differences. Buddhism and Catholicism have been entangled with 
each other, for better and worse, for the past 400 years. Both religions have a lot to contribute 
to the people of Vietnam. As they learn to coexist and collaborate, the two communities can 
help each other flourish amid a growing secular world.
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Introduction

Scholars in the history of Chinese Buddhism have generally focused on the Tang and Song 
dynasties, periods in which Buddhism exerted a considerable influence through its network of 
monasteries and through intellectual vigor. In contrast, Buddhism under the Ming and Qing 
dynasties has generally been viewed as in decline, but such a view was recently challenged by 
scholars who show that Buddhism penetrated more deeply into the ordinary life of Chinese 
society. In many ways, Ming and Qing Buddhism can be truly called a “diffused religion,” fol-
lowing the term coined by the sociologist C.K. Yang (1911–99) to describe Chinese religion 
in general.

The interaction between Buddhism and Christianity in Late Ming has attracted the attention 
of European Sinologists like Erik Zürcher (1928–2008) and Iso Kern, and of Korean Theologi-
ans like Andrew Chung and Pyong-su Kim. Here we shall embrace a wider chronological frame, 
going up to the condemnation of the Chinese Rites by the Catholic Church around 1700.

Anti-Buddhism as Structural Element of Chinese Christianity, 
1582–1623

It is often said that Michele Ruggieri (1543–1607) adopted a missionary policy based on Bud-
dhism and that Matteo Ricci (1552–1610) later changed for a policy based on Confucianism. 
However, recent studies shows that Ruggieri continued in Guangdong province the critical 
engagement with Buddhism that the Jesuit Japanese province (to which the China mission 
depended) had started some 30 years before. Since 1556, Jesuits in Japan used the theory of the 
double-teaching to understand the Buddhist sects of Japan: on one hand, devotional Buddhism 
(Pure Land) is an idolatry practiced by the common people, but on the other hand, the Bud-
dhist elite (Chan or Zen) does not believe in any divinity but only in emptiness, and therefore 
Buddhism at its core is atheism. This theory was incorporated in Alessandro Valignano’s (1539–
1606) catechism of 1586, becoming the official standard for all the Jesuit missions in East Asia.

At the request of local authorities in Guangdong, the Jesuits dressed as Buddhist monks during 
their stay in that province, from 1582 to 1595. They called themselves monks (seng) from India, 
lived close to Buddhist monasteries and called their own churches temples (si). The Jesuits assumed 
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this ambiguous religious identity only as a way to settle in the country. In the True Record of the Lord 
of Heaven (Tianzhu shilu), published in 1584 in Zhaoqing, despite borrowing a few terms from 
Buddhism like paradise (tiantang) and hell (diyu), Ruggieri clearly expressed his condemnation of 
the Buddhist teaching like transmigration and came to say that “the words of the Buddhist sūtras 
are absurd, completely irrational, and therefore should not be recited” (Standaert 2002: 22).

Ruggieri presented Christianity as rival sect of Buddhism, but when Ricci left Guangdong 
in April  1595, he changed perspective. With the approval of Valignano, Ricci gave up the 
Buddhist frock and started to wear the Confucian attire, presenting Christianity as a current 
of thought and a way of life compatible with Confucianism, and this implied secondarily the 
rejection of Buddhism.

While in Nanjing during spring 1599, Ricci had a famous dispute with the abbot Xuelang 
Hong’en (1545–1607). In Della entrata della Compagnia di Gesù e Christianità nella China, Ricci 
expresses his satisfaction to have defeated his adversary, but Hong’en more likely was uncon-
vinced by Ricci’s argumentation. In the True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven (Tianzhu shiyi), Ricci 
incorporated some arguments of the debate (Ricci 2016: 171). All together the refutation of 
Buddhism, which Ricci does not clearly distinguish from Neo-Confucianism, occupies a fourth 
of his work. Even if he acknowledges some communalities like the concepts of paradise and 
hell, he argues that Buddha stole them from Christianity. Concerning transmigration, Ricci tells 
the Chinese that the doctrine was first taught by Pythagoras, then transmitted to India where 
Buddha adopted it. Ricci makes his Chinese interlocutor say that India is a despicable country 
from where nothing is to be learned. Same as Ruggieri, Ricci reinterprets the legend about the 
introduction of Buddhism under the emperor Mingdi of the Han dynasty (28–75; reign 58–75), 
a legend written much later, in the fourth or fifth century ad. According to Ricci, Mingdi had 
heard that a holy man lived in the West and sent an embassy, but instead of finding the disciple 
of Jesus, they found the disciples of Buddha and mistakenly introduced Buddhism into China.

At the instigation of the missionaries, Chinese Catholics wrote extensively against Bud-
dhism, and they went even further with the objective of eliminating Buddhism and replacing 
it with Christianity. In his Memorial in defense of the teaching (Bianxue zhangshu) presented to the 
emperor in 1616, Xu Guangqi (1562–1633), one of the three pillars of the Catholic Church, 
points out the failure of Buddhism in China, stating that

it has been already one thousand eight hundred years that Buddhism came to us, but it 
did not change the morals and mind of the people; this teaching is true only in appear-
ance. . . . The teaching of the missionaries, which teaches to obey Heaven, can truly 
help the emperor, strengthen Confucianism, and free us from Buddhism.

(Wu 1986: 24–25)

The Refutation of the absurdities of Buddhism (Pi shishi zhuwang), a work wrongly attributed to 
Xu Guangqi and published between 1615 and 1680, launches a ferocious and systematic attack 
against eight beliefs and practices of popular Buddhism: the deliverance from hell (poyu), the 
alms of money and food (shishi), the funeral ceremonies (wuzhu guhun xuehu), the burning of 
paper-money (shaozhi), the incantations (chizhou), the transmigration (lunhui), the recitation of 
the name of Buddha Amitābha (nianfo), and the Chan school (chanzong).

Li Zhizao (1571–1630), second pillar of the Catholic Church, wrote several prefaces in 
which he expresses his opposition to Buddhism. Around 1622–3, he also edited the Testament 
discussing the teaching (Bianxue yidu), a work published under the name of Ricci but likely penned 
by Xu Guangqi; this work uses Western geographical knowledge to point out the inaccuracies 
of Buddhism. Yang Tingyun (1562–1627), the third pillar, despite his previous Buddhist faith, 
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strongly rejected Buddhism after his conversion to Christianity, and we shall discuss his con-
version in more details later. Xiong Shiqi (dates unknown), another convert from Buddhism, 
authored a personal testimony of his Christian faith, stating that the Heavenly teaching (tianjiao) 
is the only one correct (zhenjiao), and he evaluated the historical failure of Buddhism in even 
stronger words than Xu Guangqi: “Alas, the evil brought by Buddhism has completely ruined 
the Confucian tradition” (Standaert 2009: 292).

It is not by pure chance that the three leading Catholics at that time worked together around 
1616–23 in producing those anti-Buddhist writings. The systematic opposition to Buddhism 
had become a structural element of Chinese Christianity from its very beginning. Due to many 
perceived commonalities with Buddhism, Christians chose to stress radical differences, so that 
Buddhists would reject their “wrong” religion and embrace the “true” one. But this does not 
mean that more subtle influences play between the two religious groups, as we shall see.

Buddhist Refutations, 1608–40

In the beginning, Buddhists were reluctant to enter into the dispute, seeing Christianity as a 
harmless and unworthy competitor. The Buddhist reactions came quite late, 25 years after the 
beginning of the Jesuit mission. They came from the provinces of Zhejiang, Jiangsu, and Fujian, 
and unfolded into three phases. The first phase, from 1608 to 1623, comes from the milieu of 
the Pure Land, and starts with the letter written by the lay Buddhist Yu Chunxi (1553–1621) 
in which he advised Ricci to stop attacking Buddhism but to study it instead. Around the same 
time, Yu Chunxi informed his master, the famous abbot Zhuhong (1535–1615) in Hangzhou. 
It is only in 1615, five years after Ricci’s death, that Zhuhong published the Discourse on Heaven 
(Tianshuo), becoming the first monk to refute Christianity by writing. For him, the Lord of 
Heaven is only one among the myriad of devas. As Gernet explains, “according to the Bud-
dhist ideas, gods and even a Supreme divinity are necessarily inferior to the Buddha, since they 
remain submitted to transmigration and belong to the conditional” (Gernet 1991: 295). This 
first phase coincides with the prohibition of Christianity by Shen Que (1565–1624), minister 
of rituals in Nanjing, ordering the arrest of missionaries and local Christians and the confisca-
tion of their properties and books. This prohibition received the approval of the emperor and 
became the first official prohibition at the national level. Some historians hold that the main 
reason was the attempt of introducing Western astronomy in the imperial administration, but 
most of the Jesuit reports at that time attribute the persecution to Shen Que’s sympathies toward 
Buddhism. This first phase concludes in 1623 with the Help to the refutation (Zuopi) by Xu 
Dashou (c. 1575–c. 645), a lay Buddhist disciple of Zhuhong, who further escalated the dispute 
by requesting the ban of Christianity at once and for all.

The second phase of the reaction was led by Chan Buddhists in 1634–40. Notably, Huang 
Zhen (unknown dates) and Xu Changzhi (1582–1672) arranged in 1639 and 1640 the publi-
cation of the Collection for the destruction of the heresy (Poxieji), which gathers texts by Buddhist 
abbots Yuanwu (1566–1642) and Tongrong (1593–1679), but also by Confucian literati hostile 
to Christianity, showing “a common will of Buddhism and Confucianism to defend the tradi-
tion” (Xu 1986: 215). This second phase coincides with the persecution in Fujian in 1637.

The third phase came from Tiantai Buddhists, with the publication in 1643 of the Collection 
for the refutation of heresy (Pixieji). Despite its title, this represents a single work written by the 
monk Ouyi Zhixu (1599–1655).

According to Xu Guangqi, the Buddhists attacked Christianity because they were jealous of 
its success (Wu 1978: 30). However, for Gernet, “the hostility of the monks and literati leaning 
towards Buddhism found its origin in the attitude of missionaries towards them and towards 
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their religion” (Gernet 1991: 102). Buddhists expected Christians to recognize their moral 
and social standing, and the missionary strategy of creating an alliance with Confucianism and 
excluding the Buddhists necessarily made them oppose.

Intellectual Conflicts

Through the writings previously mentioned, Christianity and Buddhism spelled out radical 
differences, which can be grouped into three different areas, according to the Korean scholar 
Andrew Chung: ontology, cosmology, and anthropology and ethics (Chung 2000).

In the area of ontology, Christianity presented an idea of a personal God, endowed with intel-
ligence and will, absolutely transcendent, creator of the universe, and Great Father and Mother 
of humanity. Such a notion clashed with the Buddhist rejection of theism, and the Chinese Bud-
dhists could draw from arguments developed by early Buddhism against Indian non-Buddhist 
philosophy (waidao). But the rejection of theism by Buddhism does not mean holding atheism 
either, as the missionaries in Japan and China wrongly construed. To the notion of a transcend-
ent God, the Buddhists opposed a notion developed by Chinese and East-Asian Buddhism, the 
notion of Buddha-nature (foxing), as present in everyone and everything. Christianity had devel-
oped also a very rich mystic tradition with the idea of God within us, but precisely the Jesuit 
missionaries did not want to move into that direction by fear of diluting their affirmation of a 
transcendent God. Concerning the existence of God, Ricci proposed in the True Meaning of the 
Lord of Heaven some proofs drawn from Aquinas (Ricci 2016: 47–63). Accordingly, even though 
God is invisible, his existence is real, and he is an absolute substance on which everything else 
relies upon. For Ricci, the ultimate principle of Buddhism, emptiness or vacuity (kong), is devoid 
of reality and thus cannot establish the world. This misconception of Buddhism as nihilistic has 
been the main obstacle to mutual understanding up to the twentieth century. Also, the Christian 
mystery of a God in three persons was very difficult to grasp for Chinese Christians, as Yang 
Tingyun himself admitted. On the other side, Buddhists rejected the Christian Trinity as being 
an idea borrowed from the Buddhist notion of three kāyas (sanshen), which was originally applied 
to human self-nature (renzixing) but twisted by the Christians to discuss God. The Christian idea 
of God becoming man once in human history was also a point of contention. Ricci insisted that 
Jesus-Christ is God, and in contrast, because Sakyamuni Buddha was only a man and claimed 
being the One Most Honored, he is an idol or a devil seducing people and attracting them to 
hell. Ricci invited the new converts to bring the statues of Buddha and other divinities in the 
church in Beijing to be burnt, but after the prohibition of Nanjing in 1616, the practice was done 
more discreetly. Understandably, the Buddhists were shocked by this, and they argued that Jesus 
was only a man, born out of wedlock, and a criminal.

In terms of cosmology, Christianity adopted the Aristotelian view that each being follows 
its own specific nature, and though every being originates ultimately from a single first being, 
they cannot merge into one. In the True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven, Ricci rejected the Bud-
dhist and Neo-Confucian idea that all things constitute one being (wanwuyiti) as pantheistic 
monism, which does not allow a true recognition of the diversity of reality (Ricci 2016: 177). 
On the opposite side, Zhuhong criticizes the narrow Western concept of our universe, which 
is only one among the myriad of universes, and Tongrong stresses the fundamental unity of the 
phenomena, blaming Ricci for introducing divisions between God and human beings, body 
and soul, etc. For scholasticism, beings have substantial reality, but causes are only formal; on 
the contrary for Tongrong, all karmic causes are real, but things themselves not, being only the 
reflections of our mind (Xu 1986: 259). And while the missionaries explained in several works 
the creation of the world ex nihilo as a manifestation of God’s absolute power and described 
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in details the hexameron as the work of an artisan, Xu Dashou holds that the voluntary act of 
creation by God is motivated by self-interest, to have creatures adoring him as creator; instead, 
he promotes the idea of spontaneous creation (zizao), with things appearing but without any 
selfish purpose (Meynard 2018b: 106).

In terms of anthropology and ethics, the Chinese Buddhists had developed for a long time 
a Buddhist exegesis of the Confucian classics, and in the name of Confucian orthodoxy, they 
opposed the Jesuit exegesis of the classics. For example, Christianity places human beings above 
all the other creatures and holds that the human rational soul alone is immortal, but Tongrong, 
from the Confucian viewpoint, criticizes an anthropocentric view that undermines the funda-
mental unity of the cosmos and of the human being (Xu 1986: 260). For Xu Dashou, Chris-
tianity establishes a strong hierarchy at the metaphysical level between an absolute God and 
the creatures, but at the ethical level, Christianity makes all people sons and daughters of God, 
calling themselves “brothers and sisters in faith” (  jiaoxiong), in complete disregard of the Confu-
cian social order; on the contrary, Buddhism holds a fundamental equality at the metaphysical 
level (pingdeng ruru), and a strict hierarchy among human relationships (Meynard 2018b: 116).

Construction of Religious Identities Between Buddhism and 
Christianity: Yang Tingyun and Xu Dashou

Yang Tingyun presents an interesting case of double conversion: he converted first to Bud-
dhism, supporting the monasteries of Hangzhou, and in 1611 to Christianity, launching in 1621 
a frontal attack against Buddhism in the Treatise to solve doubts (Daiyi pian). He also wrote an epi-
logue to the Testament discussing the teaching, mentioned earlier, in which he stated that Zhuhong 
before dying confessed: “I have followed the wrong path and furthermore I have misled others” 
(Li 2007: 346). The spurious attribution of the Testament discussing the teaching to Ricci and the 
biased interpretations by Yang of Zhuhong’s words stirred the anger of Zhuhong’s disciples. In 
his Discourse proving the errors (Zhengwang shuo), Zhang Guangtian (unknown dates) shows that 
the book could not have been written by Ricci and that the last words of Zhuhong show only 
his humility and were not a denial of Buddhism, and even less an acknowledgment of Christian-
ity (Xu 1986: 337). In the syncretistic context of Late Ming, Yang Tingyun shifted from being a 
Confucian-Buddhist into being a Confucian-Christian (Standaert 1988: 218). Despite his break 
with Buddhism, it is possible to see some continuities, like his belief in the afterlife (paradise or 
hell), and spiritual, meditative, and ascetic practices.

Previous research on individuals have focused on “successful” conversions from Buddhism to 
Christianity, such as in the case of Yang Tingyun. However, “failed” conversions may be more 
illuminating about the personal resistance to fully adhere to Christianity. Xu Dashou and his 
Zuopi serve here as a good example. After the death of his father, a Confucian scholar opposed 
to Buddhism, Xu converted to Buddhism, becoming a disciple of Zhuhong around 1604–15. 
However, in 1621–22, he became close to the Christian community of Hangzhou, and through 
the Jesuit reports of that time, it is possible to reconstruct Xu’s intellectual and spiritual journey 
in four stages.

First, Xu met Jesuit missionaries and Chinese Christians, acquiring a great familiarity with 
the doctrine and liturgy. It was suggested that Xu was a convert (Dudink 1993: 130), but it is 
more probable that Xu hesitated to embrace Christianity due to some intellectual and personal 
reserves, especially the Christian claim of exclusivity.

In a second phase, his mother’s death in 1623 forced him to decide, and he eventually 
decided for Buddhist funerals. Indeed, Catholic doctrine could give him no definitive assurance 
about the salvation of his deceased parents as he explains in the Fifth Refutation: “A good son 
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who flatters the Lord of Heaven will certainly go to paradise, but this would be of no profit 
to his parents because the wrath of God is terrible, and no one can escape from it” (Meynard 
2018b: 113). In contrast, through Buddhist funerals, Xu could express his feelings of filial piety. 
Other concerns may have played a role, like his perception of Christianity as a danger to social 
stability and national security, comparing it to the White Lotus (Meynard 2018b: 82, 143, 160).

In a third phase, Xu attacked Christianity, systematically refuting Christian doctrines about 
God, creation, and the soul, the Catholic rituals, and even the secular knowledge brought by 
the Jesuits. Compared to previous refutations of Christianity, the Zuopi is certainly the most 
comprehensive and systematic. Another distinctive feature is that it refutes Christianity from the 
point of view of the three Chinese traditions of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. In the 
introduction, Xu sets up a rhetorical question: Why not refute Christianity from the point of 
view of Confucianism alone, leaving Buddhism aside? Xu answers:

Their trick is precisely to openly attack Buddhism and to secretly destroy Confucian-
ism. Their nominal attack on Buddhism aims at deceiving Confucians without deep 
understanding. I shall strive to show everyone that their pernicious doctrines do not 
reach the level of Buddhism and Taoism, and even less to the level of Confucianism. 
Those three teachings cannot accommodate a fourth one.

(Meynard 2018b: 83)

In the process of refuting Christianity, Xu is reshaping the Ming concept of the Three Teachings 
into One (sanjiao heyi), which initially meant that the three teachings were not opposed to each 
other and could in fact be harmonized. Here, Xu adds a new meaning by creating an exclusivist 
unity: when a new teaching (Christianity) comes into China, the unity of the three teachings 
must be enhanced to a defensive level, to protect the three against the intrusion of a fourth.

In a fourth stage, Xu decided to abort the anti-Christian campaign and promised to burn the 
remaining copies of his work. Xu may have realized that he had not had much success in rally-
ing high officials against Christianity. Equally, he may have recognized that his Zuopi contained 
unfounded accusations against Christianity. Also, at the psychological level, his campaign against 
the Christians did not bring him the peace he sought but had instead led him astray, toward 
feelings of hate. Ultimately, intellectual reasons may have been even more persuasive. Xu may 
have felt that the new role he had played in defense of the Chinese tradition ran counter to the 
ideals of Confucianism and Buddhism. As Xu said in the Seventh Refutation:

The Buddha exists beyond all dharma, and this is similar to the Confucian saying that 
everything unites with the Taiji and that The Most Venerable has no equal. The true 
body in its fullness is one with its fundamental nature, without claiming Venerability 
for itself. .  .  . The one who reaches the universal principle is called the Venerable, 
meaning that he has realized the equality of everything.

(Meynard 2018b: 123)

Christianity brought to China two completely new concepts, which are deeply interrelated: 
the idea of an absolute God, and the idea of an exclusivist religion. Facing the exclusivist atti-
tude of Christianity, Buddhism faced a dilemma: Could it adopt the same approach in refuting 
Christianity and still be faithful to their more inclusive stance? Such an exclusivist approach runs 
contrary to the ideals of both Buddhism and Confucianism, and Xu may have finally decided 
to abandon his anti-Christian campaign because he now saw things from the point of view of 
the equalization of all teachings.



Thierry Meynard, SJ

130

The two examples of Yang Tingyun and Xu Dashou show that possibilities existed for 
the construction of religious identities in which Buddhism and Christianity could interplay 
at different degrees, and we could look at the encounter taking place at that time in terms of 
an “intra-religious dialogue” according to the concept of Raimon Panikkar (1918–2010). In 
this case, the constitutive nature of Catholicism as an organized and centralized religion played 
negatively and became an obstacle for a dialogue to develop harmoniously, as we shall see next 
with the issues of the Chinese rites and of the Buddhist fasting.

Incomplete Confucianization of Christianity Compared to 
Buddhism, 1644–1700

The intellectual debates between Christianity and Buddhism spanned in the last four decades of 
the Ming dynasty, with important intellectuals involved on both sides. A better understanding 
of each other had been gained, but mostly stressing radical differences and incompatibilities. 
Later no major figure or work appeared, and the two sides may have accepted the fact both had 
to live side by side.

A new element was that China was conquered by the Manchus in 1644, who were them-
selves following Buddhism. Though the Manchus did not impose Buddhism as state religion, 
they protected and sponsored it; so it became more difficult for Christianity to attack it directly. 
Another new element is that the Jesuits worked in the imperial court and had contacts with the 
Qing emperors. The German Jesuit Adam Schall von Bell (1591–1666) had close contacts with 
the Shunzhi emperor and he hoped that the emperor would renounce Buddhism and convert 
to Christianity, but the devotion of Shunzhi to Buddhism in the last years of his life and his 
premature death at age 23 failed Schall’s expectation.

Christianity in Early Qing was dominated by its internal controversy on the Chinese rites 
(that is, rites to the ancestors to be performed by all, to Confucius by the literati, and to Heaven 
by the emperor alone). The stance toward the Chinese rites signal a radical difference between 
Buddhism and Christianity. In penetrating China, Buddhism went through three different 
phases: it was first criticized for not showing filial piety and for not practicing the rituals to the 
ancestors; in the second phase, Buddhism refuted the accusations of being unfilial; in the third 
stage, it did not oppose Chinese rites and even created a Chinese Buddhist way for being super 
filial or daxiao (Chen 1973: 50). It took Buddhism hundreds of years to develop indigenized 
rituals like the Liberation Rite of Water and Land (Shuilu fahui). In the process, mainstream 
Buddhism could obtain imperial protection and avoid the fate of the White Lotus and other 
heterodox Buddhist groups that were categorized as perverse teaching (xiejiao).

Christianity could have gone through a similar process, but only after one hundred years, 
the process of inculturation that has been showing some positive results was undercut by the 
Roman decision to forbid the Chinese rites. Ricci at the end of his life had started to allow 
Chinese Christians to practice rituals to the ancestors, as indicated in a letter addressed to his 
brother Antonio-Maria Ricci, dated December 12, 1605, in which he says that since they have 
started using the rites that do not violate the doctrine and their identity of missionaries, they 
have obtained the respect of the Chinese who do not avoid them anymore but even do not want 
to leave their residence (Ricci 2018: 349). On February 15, 1609, he wrote also to Francesco 
Pasio (1554–1612), then Visitor for Japan and China, and among eight points for the future of 
the mission, number seven mentions the participation to rituals or cortesie (Ricci 2001: 519).

After Ricci’s death, the toleration toward the Chinese rites was continued, since the Jesu-
its understood them as purely political or civic; however, the Chinese Christians sometimes 
understood the Catholic mass as similar to a sacrifice to an ancestor. When the Dominican and 
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Franciscan friars arrived in China in 1635, they were horrified by this allowance for religious 
rites (and therefore idolatrous or superstitious), and they started to argue with the Jesuits. Finally, 
the pope decided in 1704 to forbid the Chinese rites, and in reaction, the Kangxi emperor, who 
was previously protecting the church, restricted Christianity, which was officially banned by his 
successor Yongzheng in 1724. Christianity was forced to go underground, and the process of 
inculturation with mainstream Chinese culture was seriously hindered. While mainstream Bud-
dhism had successfully confucianized, the rejection of the Chinese rites made Christianity the 
equivalent to heterodox groups like the White Lotus.

Failed Attempts to Christianize the Buddhist Fasting

Fasting is practiced both in Buddhism and Christianity but in different ways and for different 
purposes. In the True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven, Ricci explains in detail his opposition to the 
Buddhist fasting and promotes instead the Christian meaning of fasting (Ricci 2016: 217–231). 
Zhuhong established many societies for the release of life (fangsheng), and his disciples criticized 
harshly Christianity for allowing to kill animals. The Jesuit mission did not prescribe rules on 
how to deal with the Chinese vegetarians, the so-called fasters, who wanted to be baptized. In 
1688, 23 missionaries in Canton formally discussed the possibility to allow fasters to be bap-
tized, without renouncing their fast. The French Jesuit Adrien Grelon (1618–97) represented 
the minority group that opposed any allowance. One of his main arguments is that fasting is 
practiced by the Teaching of the fasters, or zhaijiao, a heterodox and rebellious sect very active at 
the beginning of the Qing dynasty (Meynard 2018a: 84).

The Sicilian Jesuit Prospero Intorcetta (1625–92) represented the majority group that 
accepted the possibility to baptize fasters under certain conditions. In his report, Intorcetta 
claims that the intention of the faster determines whether the act is formally good or evil, and 
he intends to prove that the Chinese fast, even if it is from Buddhist origin, is not intrinsically 
evil. He argues that the moral and cultural dimension of the fast goes beyond Buddhism, and 
he calls it “a national custom” (mos Regni), which Christianity should embrace to be better 
integrated within society (Meynard 2019: 288).

Grelon had envisioned that the fasters would be forced to publicly break their fast before 
baptism by eating a piece of meat. As a counter-proposition, Intorcetta adopts Grelon’s strategy 
of bringing the question of the fasters in the public life of the Christian community, but instead 
of a public ceremony of breaking the fast by meat consumption, Intorcetta designs a public cer-
emony containing a promise of the fasters to keep fasting for God, making an oath if necessary.

Intorcetta criticizes opponents like Grelon because of their rigorist approach, which makes 
them unable to measure the success of an open policy. In his view, a policy of accommodation is 
more effective than the radical policy promoted by Grelon, and he suggests that the conversion 
of the Buddhists to Christianity cannot be realized by a full rejection of the Buddhist practices 
but is more easily secured by the Christianization of Buddhist practices like the fast. In brief, 
Intorcetta strives to reach out to people who practice some form of Buddhism or popular reli-
gions, especially those practicing the fast. Instead of advocating a complete destruction of their 
former practices, Intorcetta is ready to christianize some of them.

Manufacturing Buddhism for Europe

Since Ruggieri, missionaries in China provided much information on Buddhism in their works, 
and the Jesuit theologian Henri de Lubac (1896–1991) had done a very scholarly presentation 
of the missionary literature on Buddhism in La Rencontre du Bouddhisme et de l’Occident (1952). 
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In his Della entrata della Compagnia di Gesù e Christianità nella China, Ricci wrote for the Western 
audience the first extensive presentation of Buddhism in China (Ricci 2000). In 1655, Martino 
Martini (1614–61) published in Amsterdam his Novus Atlas Sinensis, including a short presenta-
tion of Buddhism. He also mentioned Buddhism a few times in his Sinicae Historiae Decas Prima, 
published in Munich in 1658 and in Amsterdam in 1659. Alvaro de Semedo (1585–1658) also 
made a short presentation in his Relaçao da propaçao da fé no reyno da China (1642). Three other 
works followed, but quite superficial in their understanding of Buddhism: China Illustrata (1667) 
by Athanasius Kircher (1602–80), Nouveaux Mémoires de la Chine (1696) by Louis Le Comte 
(1655–1728), and Histoire de l’Edit de l’Empereur de la Chine (1698) by Charles Le Gobien 
(1653–1708).

In Curious Land, the American Sinologist David Mungello described and discussed those 
works (Mungello 1989). However, important documents are overlooked, such as a letter of 
the Portuguese Jesuit Tomás Pereira (1645–1708), which was included by Fernaõ de Queyroz 
(1617–87) in The Temporal & Spiritual Conquest of Ceylon (Queyroz 1930). Mungello has also 
overlooked the presentation done by Italian Jesuit Prospero Intorcetta (1626–96) in the Confu-
cius Sinarum Philosophus. Similarly, Bernard Faure, in his detailed treatment of “Zen Buddhism 
in Western imagination,” overlooked this text (Faure 1993).

Intorcetta’s account is the most comprehensive account in the seventeenth century and also 
the most influential. The Spanish Dominican Domingo Navarrete (1618–86) wrote in parallel 
another presentation in Canton. As Urs App suggests, both presentations seem to have at least 
one common source, a text by the Portuguese Jesuit João Rodrigues (1561–1633), which is 
now lost (App 2012: 140–1). In those two accounts, Intorcetta and Navarrete explained the 
political theory of the double-teaching, as developed by Rodrigues, especially the view that 
Buddha himself had intentionally hidden the truth. The political version of the theory of the 
double-teaching, which was developed during the harsh persecution against Christianity in 
Japan, could once more gain weight at the time of the Canton exile because all the missionaries 
felt a great disappointment with the political elites of the country, both Manchu and Han. The 
condemnation to death of Schall and the exile to Canton indicated precisely that the people in 
power were not interested in the quest for truth, but they manipulated everything, including 
religion, for their own political advantage.

Intorcetta and Navarrete held similar views on Buddhism as a deceit of the elite to control 
the people. Yet Intorcetta is still influenced by natural theology, recognizing in any culture a 
grain of truth, and therefore he points out some traces of the Trinity and of the Virgin Mary 
in Buddhism, as suggested by his Jesuit predecessors. On the contrary, Navarrete’s theology is 
informed by a radical Augustinism, and he considers that human reason has been irremediably 
corrupted with the Fall, refuting any possible connection between Christianity and Buddhism 
(Navarrete 1676: 82).

Intorcetta’s account on Buddhism inserted in the Confucius Sinarum Philosohus attracted the 
attention of prominent intellects, especially Pierre Bayle (1547–1606), who copied a lengthy 
section in his entry “Spinoza” in the Dictionnaire Historique et Critique (1696), comparing Spi-
nozism to the atheistic teaching of Chinese Buddhism. This influential dictionary disseminated 
all over Europe the idea of Buddhism as atheistic (App: 219–237).

Conclusion: Evaluation

Gernet has claimed that Chinese and Westerners could not understand because of linguistic bar-
riers between Europe and China, but as Iso Kern pointed out, since Chinese Buddhism origi-
nated from an Indo-European context, one wonders how they could be opposed to this new 
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Western religion (Kern 1992: 46). In the encounter between Buddhism and Christianity mis-
understandings abounded, but were sometimes overcome because the two sides had an insight 
into the teaching of the other, illuminating a fundamental difference between the two. Despite 
shortcomings, limited resources, and diatribes, both sides made a real intellectual effort to spell 
out their difference, and intra-religious dialogue did happen at the individual level, as discussed 
earlier. Since the seventeenth century, both Buddhism and Christianity in China have deeply 
changed, and as interreligious dialogue becomes an integral element of a modern religious 
experience, it is hoped that further venues of cross-fertilizations could develop in the future.
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Sri Lanka endured three European colonial powers, the Portuguese (1506–1650s), the 
Dutch (1650s–1790s), and the British (1790s–1948). Between 1506 and 1815, the central 
Kandyan Kingdom remained independent, with the Portuguese and the Dutch control-
ling only the maritime areas and the North. Although a Christian cross was found during 
archaeological excavations at Anuradhapura, indicating the presence of the Church of the 
East in the sixth century ce, there were no Christian communities on the island when the 
Portuguese arrived, although narratives about Christianity were probably present (Young 
and Senanayaka 1998: 24). In the postindependence period, Christians have constituted 
about 7.5% of the population, with Roman Catholics in the majority. Buddhists have con-
stituted about 70%.

The Buddhist sense of identity between 1506 and 1948 underwent profound changes in 
response to European Christian domination. In this chapter, I survey Buddhist-Christian rela-
tions in Sri Lanka in its colonial and postcolonial contexts through the lens of these changes, 
using an indicative cameo approach. In the Portuguese period, I  focus on the research 
of Berkwitz into the poems of Alagiyavanna Mukavet.i, particularly the poem, Subhās.itaya  
(Berkwitz 2013). In the Dutch period, I focus on two phenomena: a set of encoded nar-
ratives designed to ridicule the Christian Other, uncovered by Young and Senanayaka, and 
the questionnaires on Buddhism submitted by the Dutch to the Buddhist monastic San. gha. 
Within the British period, my cameos are a conversation between an Anglican missionary, 
Samuel Lambrick, and a Buddhist monk in 1819–20; the writings of Reginald Stephen 
Copleston (1845–1925), Bishop of Colombo between 1876 and 1902; and the attitudes 
toward Christianity of the Buddhist revivalist, Anagārika Dharmapāla (1864–1933). Within 
the postcolonial period, my cameo is a group of mid-twentieth-century Christians, who 
sought to roll back the mistrust that had developed in the colonial period and the Buddhists 
who responded to them. I conclude briefly with the contemporary situation. My cameo-
informed narrative moves on a spectrum between rapprochement between Buddhists and 
Christians and resistance.
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The Portuguese Period

Alagiyavanna Mukavet.i, born in 1552, was initially attached to the court of Sītāvaka under 
Rājasim. ha I. Berkwitz studied five poems that demonstrate a spectrum of responses to the Por-
tuguese, as the threat they posed to Buddhism increased (Berkwitz 2013: 6). Sūbhas.itaya (Well-
Spoken Words) was probably written in 1611 when Sītāvaka had been taken over by Kot.t.e and 
the Portuguese. Whereas some of Mukavet.i’s earlier poems allowed porous boundaries between 
Buddhism and religious others (Harris 2018: 20), Sūbhas.itaya drew a more exclusivist and didac-
tic distinction between what was true and false and argued more clearly for the superiority of 
Buddhism (Berkwitz 2013: 153–154).

The exclusivist elements of the poem were a response to the growing religious exclusivism 
of the Portuguese under the influence of the Counter Reformation, which resulted in the 
destruction of key Buddhist and Hindu places of worship (Strathern 2010: 197), including the 
politically powerful Buddhist vihāraya at Kälaniya. Mukavet.i, in defense, encouraged a stronger 
sense of Buddhist Sinhalaness, and, by doing so, both expressed and informed popular senti-
ment, although he would eventually convert to Roman Catholicism, adopting a form of dual 
belonging (Harris 2018: 21).

Other forms of Buddhist resistance under the Portuguese included outright rebellion (  Jaya-
wardena 2010), the development of encoded narratives that ridiculed the Portuguese (Roberts, 
Raheem and Colin-Thome 1989: 2–5), the strengthening of Buddhist literary output (Harris 
2012: 271), and the destruction of churches (Perniola 1983a: 186–197, 1983b: 491–501; Young 
and Senanayaka 1998: 28). In the present, oral memory and material culture keep this alive, for 
instance, through a mural of the Portuguese destroying Kälaniya Mahāvihāraya on the wall of 
the current temple, painted by Solias Mendis in about 1937.

The Dutch Period

The Dutch mandated Christian baptism for those in prestigious government service appoint-
ments but did not destroy Buddhist religious buildings and were not perceived by Buddhists as 
a direct threat to their survival, partly because they turned a blind eye to those who were bap-
tized continuing to practice their “former” religions (Harris 2012: 272). However, subversive, 
encoded narratives of resistance that ridiculed both Christianity and Saivism circulated behind 
the backs of the Dutch in the areas under their control, in the second half of the eighteenth 
century, as they had done in the Portuguese period. Internal evidence suggest that they were 
brought together by lay people, possibly at the less-advantaged end of the highest caste, who 
“felt the subversion of their status in the colonial era” (Young and Senanayaka 1998: 19).

Almost all the narratives linked Christianity with alcohol and meat-eating, and hence with 
the activities of Māra, the personification of evil in the Pāli textual tradition. The narrative that 
Young and Senanayaka call “The Carpenter-Heretic” can be used as an example. Its setting was 
pseudo-historical, namely, when Nāgasena conversed with King Milinda in the noncanoni-
cal text, the Milindapañha. Milinda, called Mihin. gu in the text, angered Māra by suppressing 
63 “illusory” religions in his vassal states. To counter this, Māra ordered a divinity under his 
command, referred to as his son, to be born in “the womb of an outcast carpenter’s daughter,” 
in order to revive “the sixty-three illusions” (Young and Senanayaka 1998: 82). This sets the 
scene for an inversion of the Christian incarnation narrative, with the “Son of the Carpenter” 
embodying the evil forces in the cosmos. When an adult, according to the narrative, the “Son 
of the Carpenter” chose 11 disciples of inferior castes and went to Portugal, where he claimed 
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that he was the son of a god and could save them. The Portuguese believed him and provided 
him with alcohol and meat. The King of Portugal, however, hearing about this heretic from 
Mihin. gu and Nāgasena, ejected him, after which he wandered from country to country claim-
ing to be a god in human form (Young and Senanayaka 1998: 88).

On arriving in India, the “Son of the Carpenter” and his disciples claimed they were enlight-
ened but spent their time in criminal activities (1998: 90). A member of the group then betrayed 
the heretic. A parody of the crucifixion followed with the heretic “draped with shoe flowers” 
and hung at the “Pillar of Indra” (1998: 92).

Although circulated among lay people, some monastic communities no doubt knew and 
sympathized with these narratives. However, at an official level, the Buddhist monastic San. gha 
offered a compliant and patient face to the Christian Dutch administration, as shown in their 
responses to questionnaires that were submitted to them by the Dutch, probably authorized by 
Imam Willem Falck, Governor from 1765 to 1785.1 For instance, 88 questions were submitted 
both to members of the monastic San. gha in Kandy and to a prestigious vihāra in the south of 
the country, at Mulkirigala.

The questions were conditioned by the Christian formation of the Dutch inquirers. The first 
four questions, for instance, were:

1.  Do the scholars acknowledge a sole Most High Supreme Being, and how do they describe 
it themselves?

2.  Have the scholars of the Singalese any understanding of a Spirit or of an immaterial being?
3.  Does the only Most High Supreme Being exist from all Eternity?
4.  Has the Most High Supreme Being created the lesser gods?

Only after asking about a “Supreme Being” did the questions move to the Buddhas, the devils, 
the holy texts, and the dēvāle system (worship of the gods within Sri Lankan Buddhism). “Crea-
tion” followed together with the “Fall of Man,” Buddhism’s moral code, the immortality of the 
soul, heaven and hell, prayer, festivals, and modes of worship.

Despite the Christian bias of the questions, the courtesy with which the Kandy bhikkhus 
responded is notable. The answers not only indicate how the monastic community in the eight-
eenth century communicated what they believed and practiced well before Buddhist modern-
ism arose (Harris 2006: 171–180) but also throw light on their awareness of Christian concepts.

In answer to the first question, the Kandy bhikkhus denied the existence of a Supreme 
Being, if this was understood as a being higher than the Buddha. They patiently explained that 
Mahābrahma was seen as the highest god but that he was not eternal. They then listed 26 heavens 
to contextualize the gods of Buddhism. Their answer to the third question was much shorter: 
“No, as has been said above, the Singalese do not even know what Eternity means.” They also 
tried to bring in Buddhist concepts where possible, doing their best with the closed questions 
they were given. For instance, in answer to Question Four, they managed to include the concept 
of rebirth and anattā (non-self  ), writing that Buddhist scholars do not speak of “created souls” but  
“of a Breath of Life” that moves from birth to birth. Their readiness to do this with patience and 
courtesy suggests that these issues were not new to them, pointing to dialogue that had already 
happened between Roman Catholics and Buddhists in the Kandyan Kingdom.

Buddhist-Christian Relations Under the British (1790s–1948)

Both resistance and courteous collaboration continued into the British period. In 1848, the 
monk Bentara Atthadassī wrote a response to Christianity, which stated that everyone knew that 
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Christianity was the “invention of Māra . . . and that Jesus was not a savior but an emanation 
of cosmic malice,” proving that the encoded tales of the previous century were still circulating 
(Young and Senanayaka 1998: 6). On the other hand, many members of the monastic San. gha 
continued to relate to Christians with courtesy, at least at the beginning. One key difference 
between the Dutch and the British periods, however, in addition to the 1815 conquest of 
the Kandyan Kingdom, was the arrival of evangelical Christian missionaries from independ-
ent Protestant missionary societies that were products of the British Evangelical Revival. The 
most energetic were the Wesleyan Methodists and those sent by the Church Missionary Society 
(Anglican). They brought with them an exclusivist theology that refused to tolerate the dual 
Buddhist-Christian belonging that had existed under the Dutch (Malalgoda 1976; Young and 
Somaratne 1996; Harris 2006, 2012).

My first cameo from this period illustrates the coexistence that some lay and ordained Bud-
dhists initially hoped for. Lambrick entered Kandy soon after the British conquest as chaplain 
to the forces (Harris 2018: 49) and, several years afterwards, recorded this conversation with a 
bhikkhu:

I found that he was for an intercommunity of Religions – that he was, in fact of the 
same opinion as some of our own worldly-wise people at home, who think that every 
man may be saved, if he is sincere in the Religion which he professes. He appears, com-
paratively, shy of my company, since I told him that our God allowed of no rival – that 
if our Sacred Book was right, his must be wrong, and his worship of the Budhu sinful 
and abominable – and that, on the contrary, if he or any of his Sacred Books was in any 
degree or measure right, ours were all false, and a fabrication from beginning to end.

(CMS Report 1819–1820: 192–193, quoted in Harris 2006: 196)

The good intentions of the bhikkhu are clear in this conversation. He sought a basis for coexist-
ence that could accommodate Buddhism and Christianity within the path to liberation. Lam-
brick’s defiant and insensitive response was typical of the missionary approach.

Young and Somaratne have charted Buddhist responses to the missionaries as the hope for 
pragmatic coexistence died: petitions to the government protesting against missionary attacks; 
the writing of ola leaf manuscripts that offered defensive, scholarly responses to Christian allega-
tions against Buddhism; and the period of mutual polemic after Buddhists gained printing presses 
and adopted a more populist approach, culminating in the Pānadurē Debate of 1873 (Young 
and Somaratne 1996: 79–180). Resistance also occurred in the precincts of vihāras, on the roads 
leading up to them and in relation to missionary schools (Harris 2012: 284–293, 2018: 43–67).

To turn to my next cameo, Copleston arrived in Sri Lanka as a young man of 30, convinced 
that the culture of classical Greece and Rome was the touchstone of civilization. In 1892, he 
published a book on Buddhism, in which he stated:

I have aimed at not merely an impartial but a generous treatment. Impartial, in a sense, 
it was impossible for me to be. The questions raised are not for me open questions: 
I start with immoveable convictions about the main principles of truth and goodness. 
But heartily to welcome all that agreed with those principles, and favourably to inter-
pret in their light all that was not opposed to them – this is what I have desired to do.

(Copleston 1984 (1892): x)

In line with this position, most attractive to Copleston was Buddhism’s condemnation of “vices” 
such as anger, hatred, ill-will, and pride (1984: 95–97) and its encouragement of “virtues” such 
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as mettā (loving kindness), unity, and filial piety (1984: 98–107), to the extent that he could 
see the “Holy Spirit” at work in them (1984: 106). However, he was convinced that these fell 
within the first stages of the Buddhist path. The core of Buddhism, according to Copleston, was 
not the development of virtue but the cultivation of disgust for life and the body, the withdrawal 
of the senses from the physical world—“from all things to nothing” (1984: 88) and the killing 
of the intellect and all emotion.

Buddhists in Sri Lanka were not slow to criticize this representation. An anonymous Sinhala 
Buddhist, for instance, recognized that Copleston was not using “the black brush alone” but 
added, “The Bishop will not stoop to pick up such ignoble weapons; but will fully and freely 
admire the luxuriance of the leaves and the flowers, only to deliberately lay the axe at the very 
root of the tree” (Anon 1893). Copleston’s wish to be generous was sincere but, at this stage in 
the history of Buddhist-Christian relations in Sri Lanka, his inability to move outside his late-
Victorian Christian framework further increased the tensions between the two religions (See 
Harris 1997 and 2006).

The nationally and internationally known revivalist, the Anagārika Dharmapāla (1864–1933), 
born Don David Hewavitarne, illustrates the late nineteenth-century Buddhist response to these 
tensions. Threaded within Dharmapāla’s personality was a passion for purity, an aspiration to 
give his life for Buddhism as a bodhisattva (Roberts 1997)2 and an overriding concern for the 
failings of theistic religions such as Christianity. When traveling outside Sri Lanka to England, 
North America, and Japan, his diaries show that he conversed with Christians, spoke at Chris-
tian churches, and frequently addressed the theme of “Christianity and Buddhism.” For instance, 
when attending the 1893 Chicago World’s Parliament of Religions, he preached at “Mr White’s 
Church” (Diary, September 24, 1893) and at a Unitarian Church (Diary, October 8, 1893). On 
the voyage back, he spoke “with Dr Fryer and another Medical Missionary about X’tianity and 
the pure life” (Diary, October 11, 1893) and also gave a lecture to passengers on “All Religions.” 
When asked at this lecture if Christianity was sufficient for Europe and America, he apparently 
replied, “if people live up to the teachings of Jesus Christ no other religion was necessary” (Diary, 
October 25, 1893). In Hong Kong, in 1894, he attended a Christian Sunday Service and dis-
cussed Christianity and Buddhism with an “ardent Christian,” “Mrs Ward.” He judged her to be 
“good” and stressed that he “wanted conduct not creed” (Diary, January 7 and 9, 1894).

“Conduct not creed” was core to his thought. He could applaud the ethical teachings of 
Jesus3 and wrote with a note of pride that some at the Chicago Parliament “likened” him to 
“Christ” (Diary September 11 and 12, 1893). However, he unstintingly condemned the God 
of Christianity and Judaism, and the “misery” to which Christianity had subjected the world. 
In 1891, for instance, he wrote, “The Jewish Jehovah is a capricious, bloodthirsty, murderous, 
revengeful fiend” (Diary December 4, 1891).

The themes within these diary entries were mirrored in his writings. Although in 1927, to 
a London Christian audience, he praised Jesus and called him “the gentle Nazarene” (Guruge 
1991: 443–446), most of his writings condemned Christianity as pessimistic, nihilistic, irra-
tional, violent, unmerciful, cruel, and ethically impotent. “Strange that European nations have 
faith in a despotic deity whose barbaric nature is exhibited all through the Old Testament,” he 
wrote in 1915 during World War I (Guruge 1991: 453, reprint of an article in Journal of the 
Maha Bodhi Society (MBJ) 23, Jan. and Feb. 1915).4

In the face of Christianized education and Christian proselytization, Dharmapāla advocated 
Buddhist missions to the West and dreamed of establishing a university to train bhikkhus for this 
(Diary, July 12, 1897). He also utilized Western converts to Buddhism to pull Sri Lankan Bud-
dhists away from the temptation to convert to Christianity. In 1909, for instance, he invited to Sri 
Lanka an Irish bhikkhu, U Dhammaloka, who had been ordained in Myanmar in July 1900 and 
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was known for vehemently preaching against Christian missionaries (Turner, Cox and Bocking 
2020). Events such as Dhammaloka’s visit strengthened the identity of Sri Lankan Buddhists and 
shaped their attitudes to Christianity as self-government and independence came closer.

Postindependence Sri Lanka

Buddhist-Christian mistrust periodically surfaced after independence in 1948, including a con-
troversy in 1957 over a memorial to a Roman Catholic educator, M.J. Le Goc, accusations 
that “Catholic Action” were working to overthrow the government in the 1960s, and moves 
to ban through law “unethical conversions,” namely, evangelism that exploited the vulner-
ability of the poor (Harris 2006: 208–212). My indicative cameo from this period, however, 
is a diverse group of Christians, Roman Catholic and Protestant, who sought to engage with 
Buddhism with respect. Prime among these were Lynn de Silva (1918–82), Yohan Devananda 
(1928–2016), Michael Rodrigo 1927–87), and Aloysius Pieris (b. 1934), together with women 
such as Audrey Rebera (1934–2021), Milburga Fernando, and Sheila Fernando.

Lynn de Silva, a Methodist minister, was ordained in 1947. Recognizing the level of aliena-
tion between Buddhists and Christians and convinced that Christians needed to learn Buddhism 
from Buddhists if this was to change, he completed a diploma in Buddhism at Vidyālam․ kāra  
University, took courses in Mahāyāna Buddhism at Vidyodaya University, and studied Pāli, 
even though he already had two master’s degrees and a doctorate from Serampore University 
(Ariarajah 2013: xvi). In February 1961, he gave two papers at a pan-Asia Theravāda Bud-
dhist-Christian dialogue in Rangoon, organized by the World Council of Churches (W.C.C.) 
(Fernando 2013: 1–28). His international profile, particularly through the W.C.C., grew from 
that point to the extent that his impassioned voice probably saved the interreligious dialogue 
program of the W.C.C. at its 1975 General Assembly in Nairobi (Ariarajah 2013: xv; Fernando 
2013: 100–102). The focus here, however, is his impact on Sri Lanka.

In 1962, de Silva was appointed Director of the National Christian Council (N.C.C.) Study 
Centre for Religion and Society. Pioneered by a British Methodist missionary, G. Basil Jackson 
(1898–1973), this Centre was already enabling Christians to learn about Buddhism through a 
Christian Institute of Buddhist Studies, to which de Silva had regularly contributed (  Jackson 
2003: 89–102, 138–143).5 De Silva developed the Centre’s interreligious focus, starting a journal, 
Dialogue. In 1977, the Centre became the Ecumenical Institute for Study and Dialogue (E.I.S.D.).

In his dialogue with Buddhists, de Silva’s early mode of engagement was apologetic, with the 
aim of correcting misunderstandings of Christianity (Harris 2021; Schmidt-Leukel 2021). To 
achieve this, he attempted to “explain the Christian message through the terms and thought-
forms of the Buddhists,” pointing to correlations between the two religions (De Silva 1966: ii). To 
give two examples of this method, in his Sinclair Thompson Memorial Lectures, given in Chiang-
mai in 1964 on the theme “Creation, Redemption, Consummation,” he engaged with the Bud-
dhist accusation that faith in Christianity was blind, by arguing that the Bible does not create an 
opposition between faith and knowledge—faith was verifiable “on its own level” through experi-
ence (De Silva 1964: 20–22). Second, in a 1966 booklet, Why can’t I save myself ?, he recognized 
that the Christian concept of “grace” was almost unintelligible to Buddhists but suggested that 
Buddhist practices such as the transference of merit approximated to it (De Silva 1966: 23–26). He 
also used the Buddhist terminology of anicca, dukkha, and anattā (impermanent, pain-filled, and 
non-self  ) to describe seeing “things as they are,” adding, “But unlike in Buddhism, Christianity 
says that it is only by abandoning oneself to God that one can die to self” (De Silva 1966: 34–38).

In 1974, de Silva started a new series of the journal, Dialogue, with four editors including 
Aloysius Pieris. His first editorial was an impassioned plea that dogmatic views concerning lack 
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of common ground between Buddhism and Christianity should give way to a “genuine meet-
ing,” based on “trust, mutual acceptance and respect for each other’s convictions and integrity” 
to promote “the common search for community” (De Silva 1974: 2). The first issue, signifi-
cantly, included an article on the Pānadurē Debate, the memory of which was still vivid in Sri 
Lanka (De Silva and Gunaratne 1974). In the years that followed, de Silva and Pieris drew many 
Buddhists into reasoned and respectful dialogue, for instance, Gunaseela Vitanage (Vitanage 
1979), K. Anuruddha Thera (Anuruddha 1980), Lily de Silva (De Silva 1990, 1992, 1993), and 
Mahinda Palihawadana (1982).

In 1975, de Silva published a seminal study, The Problem of the Self in Buddhism and Christianity. 
At the outset, he insisted that his aim was not a comparison that would demonstrate the superior-
ity of one religion but a study of “how they [Buddhism and Christianity] can be related to one 
another; how the insights of one religion can fertilize another religion” (De Silva 1975: v–vi). By 
this time, de Silva was not only finding correlations between the two religions for apologetical use 
but was interrogating Christianity through Buddhist thought, particularly through the concept 
of anattā (non-self  ). The book, therefore, argued that neither Judaism nor Christianity spoke of 
an immortal soul. Rather, when the principle of life within Christianity, pueuma or spirit, was 
combined with the concept of anattā, the human being had to be seen as utterly dependent on 
Ultimate Reality—God or nirvān. a—without independent selfhood (De Silva 1975; Yong 2021).

This approach of looking “at Christian teaching through Buddhist eyes” (De Silva 1975: iv) 
enabled him, toward the end of his life, to assert that the differences between Buddhism and 
Christianity, such as those relating to the concepts of God, soul and hell, could be relativized. 
For instance, he cited a passage from the Udāna that speaks of a “not born, a not-brought-to-
birth, a not-made, a not-formed” reality6 to argue for an Ultimate Reality that embraced both 
“ultimacy” and “intimacy,” nirvān. a and God (De Silva 1982: 50).7 De Silva, therefore, reached 
a point where self-interrogation and in-depth study of biblical and Buddhist texts convinced 
him that the two religions, in spite of their differences, were nevertheless pointing to the same 
Ultimate Reality (Harris 2021; Schmidt-Leukel 2021).

When de Silva was first contributing to the Christian Study Centre, a young Anglican priest, 
who took the name Sevaka (Servant) Yohan Devananda (  joy of God) (1928–2016),8 began 
a Christian ashram, Devasaranaramaya (Monastic Garden of God’s Refuge) near Kurunegala 
that was designed to be in harmony with Buddhist spirituality through meditation, prayer, 
study, vegetarianism, and communal living. Devananda developed prayers for the ashram that 
were influenced by Buddhism, for instance, the homage to the Buddha and the three refuges 
(Devasarana 1968: 9–10) and established relationships with nearby Buddhist vihāras, sharing in 
some Buddhist rituals (Harris 2016: 61). When Devasaranaramaya celebrated its tenth anniver-
sary in 1967, therefore, only 50 of the 150 or so present were Christians. Two Buddhist monks 
spoke, and both Buddhist and Christian children sang from their respective traditions (Devasa-
rana 1968: 45). Symbolically, for local Buddhists, the community was the complete opposite of 
the colonial Christian presence, with its inherent sense of superiority, ridiculed so effectively in 
the “Carpenter Heretic” narratives.

Devasaranaramaya eventually lost its “aramaya” suffix by becoming a multireligious com-
munity with an engaged spirituality that addressed socioeconomic issues such as land reform, 
lack of opportunities for young people, and growing interethnic tension. In response to a 1971 
youth insurrection, for instance, Devananda wrote an impassioned poem, Violent Lanka: The 
Day of Slaughter, which accused the government of perpetuating inequality (Devananda 1975). 
In this process, the community became part of a larger movement within the country for 
social change in the context of ethnic war, Devananda networking nationally with Buddhists 
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orientated toward social justice. Devasarana’s 30th Anniversary publication mentioned ten Bud-
dhist monks who had worked with the community and contained positive testimonies from 
eight of them (Devasarana 1987: 15–16, 41–45).

After 1990, Devananda wrote prolifically for local and international contacts on paths to 
peace with justice in Sri Lanka, under the umbrella of the World Solidarity Forum for Justice 
and Peace in Sri Lanka, a body formed in 1990 with Devananda’s help. In this, he drew on both 
Buddhist and Christian insights and contacts. For example, A Noble Eight-Fold Path – 8 Musts 
for Peace: A Memorandum on Peace-Making and Constitutional Reform (World Solidarity Forum 
1994), presented an agenda for peace that was signed by over 100 Sri Lankan religious leaders, 
including 25 Buddhist monks.

Michael Rodrigo, OMI (1926–87), was a priest, teacher, poet, and interreligious activist. He 
was killed while he was saying mass at Suba Seth Gedera (Good Wishes Home) in Alukalavita, a 
Buddhist village in southern Sri Lanka. In his 40s, Rodrigo had studied in Paris for a doctorate 
titled “The Moral Passover from Selfishness to Selflessness in Christianity and the Other Reli-
gions of Sri Lanka” (Fernando 1988a). On return, he eventually directed Sevaka Sevana, a training 
institute for priests in the Badulla Diocese that pioneered contextual theology. Then, in 1980, he 
abandoned this pedagogical role to establish a Christian community in Alukalavita. His aim was to 
“roll back the mistrust that existed between Buddhists and Christians” (Harris 2016: 68), through 
identifying with the Buddhist poor in an empathetic dialogue of “active presence” (Rodrigo 
1998: 62). Two Roman Catholic sisters joined him, Milburga Fernando, SDS, a colleague from 
Sevaka Sevana, and Benedict Fernandopulle, SDS, a trained nurse (Gunewardena 2017: 62–63). 
According to a paper that Rodrigo gave in 1987 in Berkeley, the villagers were at first suspicious 
(Rodrigo 1998: 58). Gradually, however, they realized that he did not seek to convert them to 
Christianity or build a church. Rather, he involved the villagers in decision-making about the 
community’s role (Rodrigo 1993: 198), gave alms to Buddhist monks, joined the villagers at their 
vihāras and on pilgrimage—for example, to Anuradhapura in 1982 (Rodrigo 1993: 200)—and 
represented them when their crops failed due to drought. In 1982, he collaborated with a local 
Buddhist to write a series of songs on the ten pāramitās (perfections) (Harris 2016: 71).

Rodrigo became loved by the villagers because of his simplicity of life, his compassion, his 
affirmation of Buddhism, and his willingness to stand up to powerful authorities on their behalf. 
Successfully, together with the two sisters, he changed mistrust into trust, attested by the inter-
views Rodrigo conducted some years after arrival (Rodrigo 1993: 201–203, 1998: 60–62). He 
was not killed by a villager but, almost without doubt, by a governmental extrajudicial death 
squad (Gunewardena 2017: 90–94).

Rodrigo’s writings point to the numerous correlations he discovered between Buddhism and 
Christianity, particularly their common emphasis on compassion, self-emptying, detachment, and 
the rejection of greed (Rodrigo 1993: 198; Harris 2002: 84).9 His poems reveal the personal journey 
that led to this. As a young priest in Rome in the 1950s, his poems, collected together as Stardust in 
the Waves but unpublished, betrayed “an intense yearning to understand the suffering of Christ” and 
were theologically conservative (Harris 2002: 82). By the 1970s, however, they were shot through 
with an awareness of the poverty, exploitation, and suffering of Sri Lanka’s poor and eventually spoke 
of his learning from Buddhism. In the context of visiting Buddhist villages, he wrote:

Something else (Someone) pulled me, attracted me 
His joy, his ānanda, his peace, his shanthi 
Mettā, karunā, muditā, upekkhā; say any name’s 
The Name.
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I went to the village and was converted 
because He was present 
His favour called grace made me detect 
His face. (“I haunted villages with a Mazenod’s zest” in Harris 1988: 36).

A further poem, Pietà, dated 1980, compared a wife holding the dead body of her young hus-
band, after a tractor accident, to a pietà, demonstrating that Rodrigo came to see both the suf-
fering and the strength of Jesus in the Buddhist poor (Harris 1988: 45–46, 2002: 83). Rodrigo’s 
influence on Buddhists was localized, but his vision of how Christians should relate to Buddhists 
in a postcolonial situation continues to inspire Sri Lankan Christians.

Aloysius Pieris, SJ (b. 1934), entered the Jesuit Order in 1953 and became a priest in 1965 
(De Silva 2004). Although his first loves were “music and mathematics, with an eye on youth 
work through drama, dance and theatre” (Evers 2004: 652), his superiors pointed him toward 
Pāli and Sanskrit, since he already had a knowledge of Pāli (Evers 2004: 648). In 1966, he began 
a doctorate in Buddhist philosophy at the Vidyodaya Campus of the University of Sri Lanka 
under Dr. Kotagama Vachissara Thera (d. 1969). In 1974, he founded the Tulana Research 
Centre for Encounter and Dialogue in Kälaniya, about seven miles from Colombo.

Pieris’s life and writings as indologist, liberation theologian, and interreligious practitioner 
have been extensively studied (e.g. Tombs 1997; Nguyen 2002; Harris 2002; Aldén 2006; Lancy 
2012; Kang 2012). A bibliography of his writings prepared in 2004 listed 170 articles, editorials, 
and reviews, and, as this chapter goes to press, he is still writing (de Silva 2004: 677–691). Some 
of the articles were brought together by Paul F. Knitter in three edited collections published in 
the West (Pieris 1988a, 1988b, 1996). Pieris subsequently published in Sri Lanka on both libera-
tion theology and Buddhist philosophy (Pieris 1998, 2000, 2004).

Here it must suffice to examine four aspects of his impact on Buddhist-Christian relations in 
Sri Lanka: his engagement in an activist intermonastic dialogue of life; his scholarly contribu-
tion to the study of Buddhist philosophy; his promotion of interreligious base communities; and 
his promotion of art in interreligious learning.

In the first issue of the new series of Dialogue, Pieris contributed an article on the place of 
“monkhood” in Buddhist-Christian dialogue, arguing for “an interreligious collaboration of 
monks” to create a renewed monasticism capable of responding to its social and spiritual obliga-
tions (Pieris 1974). He returned to this in 1980 at an Asian Monks’ Congress in Kandy, stress-
ing the involuntary poverty of many in Asia and the need for monastics to embrace “voluntary 
poverty by which forced poverty ceases to exist” (Pieris 1980a). These convictions were also 
embedded in his practice. Over a period of almost 60 years, he has collaborated with and learned 
from many Buddhist monastics, for example, Walpola Rahula, Kotagama Vacissara, Nyanaponika, 
Balangoda Ananda Maitreya, and Hattigammanna Uttarananda. Currently, he is co-patron with 
a prominent Buddhist monk, Valimitiyave Kusaladhamma Nayake Thera, of the Centre for Edu-
cation of Hearing Impaired Children (C.E.H.I.C.), which caters mainly for Buddhist children, 
under the leadership of Sr. Greta Nalawatte.

In the academic field, Pieris’s specialism is the Pāli school of exegesis, particularly the commen-
taries of the Indian exegete, Ācariya Badaratittha Dhammapālā (Pieris 2004: xiv).10 Buddhist recog-
nition of his expertise was demonstrated in 1984, when he was invited to lecture on Dhammapālā 
and other Indian commentators to an audience of Buddhist monks at Vidyālam. kāra Pirivena. In 
2004, he published what was intended to be the first in a series of books dedicated both to an 
accurate presentation of this school of exegesis, and to the study of its continuity and discontinu-
ity with the Pāli Tipit․aka (Pieris 2004). The Foreword was written by Buddhist scholar, Ananda 
W.P. Guruge (1928–2014), who praised the study, declaring that it had provided “answers to many 
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issues, which had engaged” his “own research” (Pieris 2004: xii). That a Buddhist could say this of 
a Christian scholar of Buddhism is remarkable, given the level of distrust a century earlier.

For Pieris, neither academic work on Buddhist philosophy nor demonstrating commonalities and 
complementarities between Buddhist and Christian concepts11 were enough alone. Social transfor-
mation that “empowered the poor and those who were victims of Mammon or greed” had to result 
(Harris 2021: 205). Pieris has been involved as chaplain with the interreligious base human commu-
nities founded in the twentieth century in Sri Lanka by the Christian Workers’ Fellowship (C.W.F.). 
This experience, together with his practical collaboration with Buddhists at Tulana, convinced him 
that Buddhists and Christians, and indeed members of other religions, could give to each other 
through a process of “symbiosis,” if they were mutually committed to social transformation. Within 
such interreligious communities, “symbiosis” was a process through which, “Each religion, chal-
lenged by the other religion’s unique approach to the liberationist aspiration of the poor . . . discovers 
and renames itself in its specificity in response to other approaches” (Pieris 1996: 161). Symbiosis, 
therefore, involved people from one religion helping those from another religion to discover the 
heart of their own liberative praxis for the empowering of the poor.

At Tulana, Pieris developed this process through art, by asking Buddhist artists with an 
understanding of liberative praxis to create works of art for Tulana on Christian themes in 
order to help Christians grasp overlooked aspects of their faith. One of the first was a Bud-
dhist monastic artist, Hatigammana Uttarananda (Harris 2016: 75). In dialogue with Pieris, 
Uttarananda eventually created a mural of Jesus washing the feet of his disciples to point to the 
often forgotten gospel emphasis on the master becoming “the voluntary slave of his sisters and 
brothers” (Pieris 1996: 133–135). Similarly, Buddhist artist Kingsley Gunatilleke created a baked 
clay mural of Jesus in the temple of Jerusalem asking questions of the world’s religious leaders 
and a free-standing representation of Jesus receiving water from a woman at a well in Samaria, 
each drawing attention to the liberative meaning of key Christian narratives. Geethika Perera, 
the sole woman in this group of Buddhist artists, created some striking pieces while working 
at Tulana’s Media Unit, including a representation of the narrative in Luke 8: 43–48, when a 
woman with chronic internal bleeding touches the fringe of Jesus’s garment and is healed.12

Within this twentieth-century cameo, men were more visible than women because of 
their writings and connection with Christian hierarchies. Women, however, were not absent, 
although their activist contribution was often subordinated within patriarchal structures. An 
interreligious women’s community, Meth Piyasa, grew up at Devasarana, under the leadership 
of Sevika Priyani Jayakumari. Revd Malini Devananda worked alongside her husband, Yohan, 
and nurtured relationships with Sri Lankan Buddhist nuns. Milburga Fernando, after the death 
of Rodrigo, dedicated herself to publishing Rodrigo’s work and contributed several power-
ful pieces on social justice to her last collection (Fernando 1988a, 1988b, 1998 with her own 
contributions pp. 149–170). Audrey Rebera drew women of all religions together during the 
ethnic conflict through the organization, “Mothers and Daughters of Lanka.” Sheila Fernando, 
as Research Assistant to Pieris, completed a doctorate in Buddhist-Christian Studies and con-
tinues to write academically (e.g., Fernando 2004, 2011).

Prime among the Buddhist women drawn into dialogue by Christians such as Pieris was Lily 
de Silva (1928–2015), Professor of Pāli and Buddhism at Peradeniya University. In the 1990s, 
she was a respected contributor to the new series of Dialogue. Her 1990 article on Jesus and the 
Buddha (De Silva 1990) was republished in 1992 in a totally Buddhist context as The Buddha 
and Christ as Religious Teachers (De Silva 1992). It argued that, although fundamental differences 
existed between the two teachers (De Silva 1992: 30–32), when the gospels were placed along-
side the Pāli texts, it became clear that Jesus had achieved states praised in Buddhism, such as 
“liberation of the mind through loving-kindness (mettā-cetovimutti)” (De Silva 1992: 7).
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Concluding Thoughts: the Current Context

The work of Tulana and the E.I.S.D. continues. The Buddhist allies of these centers and coop-
erative humanitarian work on the ground, for instance between the National Christian Council 
and the Mahabodhi Society after the ending of the war in 2009, confirm that the Buddhist-
Christian mistrust that was present in the colonial period has diminished considerably. How-
ever, it has not disappeared with some Sri Lankan Buddhists continuing to frame their identity 
through it. The postwar period has witnessed attacks on churches, Christian symbols, and 
Christian workers, and interventions to prevent new church buildings in Buddhist majority 
areas (Wijesinghe 2004; Harris 2018: 198–201). Both resistance and rapprochement continue 
to characterize Buddhist-Christian relationships in Sri Lanka.

Notes
 1 The answers from Kandy were included in a collection of documents published by Edward Upham in 

1833 (Upham 1833 II: 107–168), although I use the Dutch original as it was presented to Alexander 
Johnston on January 31, 1809, translated for me by Margaret Hoogewoud (Harris 2006: 171). The 
second, dated to 1770, was serialized in 1842 in a Wesleyan Methodist journal, The Friend, published 
in Colombo. I have not been able to find the Dutch original.

 2 See, for instance, his diary for September 16, 1909, when he described himself as a “Bodhisat” sacrific-
ing himself for the good of the world, and January 4, 1916: “May I be the burden bearer of the suffering 
world.” Diary of the Late Anagarika Dharmapala typed from the original diary by order of the Board of Manage-
ment, Anagarika Dharmapala Trust. Held in Colombo at the Mahabodhi Society. Hereafter Diary.

 3 For instance, “A true Christian ought to live and die like Christ” (Diary September 26, 1904) and 
“Christ . . . never anticipated that his teaching and his name would bring so much suffering for the 
world” (Diary, December 25, 1900).

 4 The most condemnatory articles in the collected edition of Dharmapala’s writings published in 1965 
(Guruge 1991) are “The Repenting God of Horeb” (pp. 401–425, pamphlet published in Calcutta, 
1922), “Buddhism, Science and Christianity” (pp. 439–442, MBJ 32, April 1924), “Buddhism and 
Christianity” (pp. 447–450; MBJ 24, April 1915), and “Christianity in Europe” (pp. 451–458; MBJ 23, 
Jan. and Feb. 1915).

 5 De Silva led a seminar on “Maitriya and love” on May 12, 1956. On August 21, 1957, he gave a paper 
on “The idea of a soul in Buddhism and Christianity” and probably contributed to a series of five 
lectures on “Popular Buddhism” from February 19 to March 19 (  Jackson 2003: 138–142).

 6 Udāna 8.3; Ireland 1990: 109.
 7 His article responded to one by Maurice O’Connell Walshe (1911–28), in which he had argued that, 

although the differences between Buddhism and Christianity could not “be entirely reconciled,” they could 
“to a certain extent be legitimately ‘relativized’,” (O’Connell Walshe 1982: 32, quoted in Harris 2021).

 8 Devananda was born into one of the richest families in Sri Lanka as John Cooray. His voluntary change 
of name was due to a wish to renounce this prestigious identity.

 9 Rodrigo, for instance, made a correlation between the Greek word for compassion, splanchnon, mean-
ing mercy welling from the bowels and the mettā of Buddhism, from the Pāli word, mejjati—to melt 
(Rodrigo 1993: 195).

 10 For example, Pieris 1978, 1980b, 1997.
 11 For instance, Pieris, early in his writing career, became known for arguing that the agape (redemptive 

love) of Christianity and the gnosis (liberative knowledge) of Buddhism were “complementary idioms 
that need each other to mediate the self-transcending experience called ‘salvation’!” (Pieris 1988b: 111).

 12 For a description of most of the artworks mentioned, see tulana.org/art-works-at-tulana/.
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Introduction

In the last 15 years, there has been a flurry of research on the spiritual senses tradition in Chris-
tianity, especially in the area of historical and philosophical theology.1 This is the tradition, dat-
ing back to at least Origen of Alexandria (c. 185–c. 254 ce), that human beings in the deified 
state have the capacity to see, hear, smell, taste, and touch God or spiritual and ineffable realities 
given that they possess a special organ or organs: the spiritual senses. In other words, when 
Scripture says, “O taste and see that the Lord is good” (Ps 34:8) and “Blessed are the pure in 
heart, for they shall see God” (Mt. 5:8), it meant so entirely realistically and even literally. One 
sees this tradition particularly strongly in writers of the Eastern Orthodox spiritual collection 
of hesychasm, the Philokalia, especially the widely influential spiritual writer, Diadochos of 
Photiki (400–c. 487 ce) with his widely influential treatise, On Spiritual Knowledge and Discrimi-
nation (Peri pneumatikēs gnōseōs kai diakriseōs) (alternatively, Discourses on Judgement and Spiritual 
Discernment: One Hundred Gnostic Chapters) (Ermatinger 2010: 3–4). What has received little or 
no exploration up till now is an examination of the Christian spiritual sensorium tradition in 
light of other religious traditions. In early Chinese Chan Buddhism (the predecessor to Japanese 
Zen), for example, as seen in the late seventh-century ce text, the Treatise on Contemplating 
Mind (Guanxin Lun; Kuan hsin-lun) by Chan Master Yuquan Shenxiu (c. 606–706 ce), there is 
a distinction made between “pure mind” and the “impure mind.” The impure mind is ruled by 
the six thieves of the sense faculties that lead to becoming attached to myriad objects and form-
ing evil deeds. This blocks off one from seeing true Suchness and Awakening to reality, which 
is the path of liberation to one’s Buddha nature. To awake, one must either discard the senses 
turning to the pure mind or, alternatively, one must “purify” these senses, so they become paths 
of perfection leading to enlightenment through the practice of meditation.

How do these very different traditions connect and differ in regard to the spirituality of the 
senses and the practices of prayer and meditation which they presuppose? Are the connections 
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described wholly accidental or do they point to an unexpected organic spiritual kinship between 
two traditions that, despite sharing no history in common, almost seem to be “separated at 
birth”? We shall argue that these two traditions are at one in terms of seeing the spiritual senses 
as the fruit of the transformed deified/enlightened life, the crown of the saints/bodhisattvas. 
However, we contend that, short of a comprehensive account of the unity of all religious 
traditions (a new form of perennialism), the underlying theological vision of the cosmos and 
soteriological thrust of the spiritual senses or ultimate end of the transformation of the senses is 
so radically different in both traditions, that one must ultimately say the two forms of spiritual 
senses are “false friends” or only roughly analogous.

Origen and the Spiritual Senses

Origen of Alexandria is the father of the Christian spiritual senses tradition. He writes about 
seeing God with the “eyes of the mind,” hearing divine instructions with “spiritual ears,” 
“smelling . . . with no sensible organs of perception,” a “taste that feeds on living bread that 
has come down from heaven,” and a “sense of touch for handling the word of life” (McInroy 
2012: 21). For Origen, there existed by virtue of God’s grace certain divine senses of the 
inner human being as for every external organ of sense of the external human being there 
existed a corresponding sense in the inner human being. As the soul has a sensorium for the 
divine—a capacity he thought could be developed in infinite precision and delicacy through 
ascetical training culminating in theosis or deification—the individual can access a spiritual 
and supersensible experience (Lawson 1957: 340). The great Swiss Catholic theologian and 
Patristic scholar Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905–88) took a particular interest in the “mysti-
cal senses” in Origen, collecting and commenting on the various relevant passages, and he 
wrote of them as an “inner ‘divine’ faculty of perception,” which he regarded as a “spiritual 
super-sensibility” that coincided with the gifts of the Holy Spirit (Balthasar 2001: 218 and 
see McInroy 2014).

Origen elaborates this teaching of the divine sense of the inner human being throughout 
his exegesis of the notion in Paul of the “inmost self ” (Rom. 7:22) and the “inner nature” of 
humanity (2 Cor. 4:16). He even quotes an ancient Greek non-Septuagint version of the Old 
Testament Proverbs 2:5 that “You shall find a divine sense.” Origen here was simply inspired 
by the Bible (e.g., Ps 34:8, Mt. 5:8, 2 Cor. 2:15, 1 Jn 1:1) that speaks of sensing God in 
multiple ways and the conception is woven throughout his exegesis (McInroy 2012: 21–22; 
Gavrilyuk and Coakley 2012: 1). Yet at every point, Origen believes that when the soul of 
the person undergoing deification senses the divine, it is Christ who is experienced through 
all the senses:

He is called the true Light, therefore, so that the soul’s eyes may have something to 
lighten them. He is the Word, so that her ears may have something to hear. Again, He 
is the Bread of life, so that the soul’s palate may have something to taste. And in the 
same way, He is called the spikenard or ointment, that the soul’s sense of smell may 
apprehend the fragrance of the Word. For the same reason He is said also to be able to 
be felt and handled, and is called the Word made flesh, so that the hand of the interior 
soul may touch concerning the Word of life. But all these things are the One, Same 
Word of God, who adapts Himself to the sundry tempers of prayer according to these 
several guises, and so leaves none of the soul’s faculties empty of His grace.

(Origen, Cant. 2.9; Lawson 1957: 162)
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Diadochos of Photiki’s On Spiritual Knowledge and Discrimination

Origen’s position on the spiritual senses, an account of a spiritual sensory capacity characteristic 
of the deified person perceiving Christ, can also be seen in all its aspects in the fifth-century 
spiritual writer Diadochos of Photiki (400–c. 486 ce).2 Diadochos distinguishes between the 
five senses of the body, impelling one almost violently toward what attracts him or her, and 
the “perceptive faculty of the intellect” that, he tells us, “tastes the divine goodness” and leads 
us toward “invisible blessings” (Diadochos of Photiki, On Spiritual Knowledge and Discrimina-
tion; Palmer et al. 1979–95: Vol. 1: §24, 259; and Theodoropoulos 1957–63). Everything, he 
argues, longs for what is akin to itself. The soul, being bodiless, desires heavenly goods, while 
the body, being dust, seeks earthly nourishment. We only can come to “experience immaterial 
perception” if we refine our material nature (“Spiritual Knowledge,” 1: §24, 259). In fact, the 
perceptive faculty natural to the soul and implanted by the Holy Spirit was originally one, but 
it split apart at the fall of humanity from Eden creating a schism between the physical senses and 
the perceptive faculty of the intellect. To recover the prelapsarian unity of perception, we must 
allow all appetites of the physical senses to wither away through self-control and thereby leave 
behind this fallen world in hope of eternity. In this manner, Diadochos held, we shall unify the 
senses with the intellect and, using our spiritual senses, perceive the unperceivable as did the 
first human beings in Paradise. Once this happens, then the intellect, as free from worldly care, 
“act[s] with its full vigor so that it is capable of perceiving ineffably the goodness of God” and 
it communicates its joy to the body (“Spiritual Knowledge,” 1: §25, 259).3 Here it is assumed 
that prior to the fall, the senses were unified and had an intellective (noetic) quality. This 
characteristic led other writers in the Philokalia tradition to speculate on two complementary 
orders of senses: one for the body (sight, smell, hearing, taste, and touch) and one for the soul 
(“faculties”: intellect, reason, opinion, fantasy, and sense-perception) (  John of Damascus, “On 
the Virtues and the Vices”; Palmer et al. 1979–95: Vol. 2: 334).

The perceptive faculty of the intellect in Diadochos is paralleled by the physical senses. The 
intellect, when healthy, is able to discriminate accurately “between the tastes of different reali-
ties” and can perceive the depth of God’s grace as opposed to the illusion of grace (“deceptive 
sweetness”) coming from Satan’s “deception” (“Spiritual Knowledge,” 1: §31, 261–262). So too 
the physical sense of taste, when healthy, can unfailingly choose between good and bad food and 
knows by experience what each thing is. Likewise, the intellect when it has triumphed over the 
flesh “knows for certain when it is tasting the grace of the Holy Spirit; for it is written: “Taste 
and see that the Lord is good” (Ps. 34:8) (“Spiritual Knowledge,” 1: §30, 261). In an earlier 
passage, we are told that if our conscience is divided, then the intellect is no longer able “to 
sense the perfume of heavenly blessings” (§23, 258–259; Compare Theodore the Great Ascetic, 
“A Century of Spiritual Texts”; Palmer et al. 1979–95: Vol. 2: §88, 33). Diadochos tells us that 
Eve (and Adam by extension) at the fall used her senses without moderation; she looked with 
longing at the forbidden tree, seeing it visibly, touching and tasting it with sensuality and then 
giving way to passion, recognizing her nakedness, and then no longer being able to see God 
spiritually and forgetting him (“Spiritual Knowledge,” 1: §§56–57, 269–70).

Diadochos denies that the glory of God appears as physical “light or some fiery form” so 
that we see God or any heavenly wonder “visibly.” The sensing of the invisible is “ineffable” 
and to say one sees God visibly or sensually is a demonic illusion (“Spiritual Knowledge,” 1: 
§36, 263–4). Later writers like Gregory Palamas (1296–1359), when defending hesychasm, 
appealed to Diadochos’s claims on the ineffability of the light and the ineffable character of its 
intellective perception (Gregory Palamas, “To the Most Reverend Nun Xenia”; Palmer et al. 
1979–95: 4: §60, 317–318 and see “Declaration of the Holy Mountain,” 4: §4, 422). But how 
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is this knowledge obtained? It comes through the grace of God, as a gift of the Spirit: “Only 
the Holy Spirit can purify the intellect.” And this purification requires effort, practice in order 
“to make ourselves a dwelling-place for the Holy Spirit” (“Spiritual Knowledge,” 1: §28, 260).

This deified state is to “perceive the Holy Spirit with full consciousness” and is one where 
the grace of God remakes the divine image in humanity and restores it, as was said earlier, “into 
what it was when it was first created,” which is for grace to “paint the divine image over the 
divine likeness in us.” We are transformed in this way from glory to glory (2 Cor 3:18) becom-
ing beautiful, and this is directly linked to our renewed sensory faculties. Through our renewed 
sensorium, we can perceive and thereby know immediately the reality of the Spirit’s presence 
within us. Out of this spiritual presence in our inner being, we emerge as a new creation being 
fully virtuous and splendid in the sight of God:

Our power of perception shows us that we are being formed into the divine likeness; 
but the perfecting of this likeness we shall know only by the light of grace. For through 
its power of perception the intellect regains all the virtues.

This process of renewal and transformation attains its fulness once the intellect receives the 
final virtue of “spiritual love” through “the illumination of the Holy Spirit.” At this point with 
the “luminosity of love,” the perfection of the divine likeness of the subject “even down to the 
smile,” is obtained with the complete renewal of our inner humanity (§89, 288).

This renewal of the senses and the acquisition of the virtues through the inhabitation of the 
Spirit happens through a combination of ascetical training and “through prayer, deep stillness 
and complete detachment” (§9, 255). Diadochos is filled with praise for the wonders of silence 
and the quest for the inner stillness of imageless prayer. Moreover, Diadochos explicitly affirms, 
much like Origen, that it is “the Lord” who is tasted when we perceive the grace of the Spirit 
(§30, 261). The object of our spiritual knowledge is Christ and not merely “the divine” or God 
in the abstract. Christ is the focus of prayer in Diadochos, for we are told that the intellect cleaves 
fervently “to the remembrance of the glorious and holy name of the Lord Jesus” (§31, 261).

In light of these considerations, we have good reasons to presume that Diadochos knew and 
practiced some early form of the Jesus Prayer. Diadochos writes, citing Paul (I Cor 12:3), that 
those who with their intellect (nous) in its “inner shrine” meditate unceasingly without recourse 
to any mental images upon the name “Lord Jesus” in the depths of their hearts “sometimes see 
the light of their own intellect,” which, we are told, burns up “all the filth which covers the 
surface of the soul”:

Then the Lord awakens in the soul a great love for His glory; for when the intellect 
with fervor of heart maintains persistently its remembrance of the precious name, then 
that name implants in us a constant love for its goodness, since there is nothing now 
that stands in the way. This is the pearl of great price which a man can acquire by sell-
ing all that he has, and so experience the inexpressible joy of making it his own (cf. 
Matt. 13: 46).

(§59, 270–271; cf. §31, 261–262)

Thus, we see in Diadochos that contemplative prayer and ascesis leads to spiritual knowledge 
through a renewed perceptive faculty of the intellect in the deified individual, and, as in Origen, 
the object of this knowledge is Christ, Lord and God. We shall argue in our conclusion that this 
resolutely Christoform focus of the soteriology assumed by this Philokalic account of the spirit-
ual senses is a major distinguishing feature from all Chan Buddhist accounts of the spiritual senses.
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Chan Buddhism and Pure Cognition

Let us turn at this point to Chan Buddhism, the Chinese predecessor to Japanese Zen. How 
does this tradition understand cognition and the senses in the contemplative path? Does it 
resonate with the hesychasm of Diadochos? “Chan” is shortened from channa from Sk. dhyāna, 
which refers to various practices of the concentration of the mind through its meditation or 
concentration (Wang 2017: 59). It can denote either meditation (xichan) or just sitting medita-
tion (zuochan) or, yet again, the study of meditation (chanxue) (Wang 2017: 58–59). A distinc-
tion, not dissimilar to Diadochos, is made in Chan between “ordinary cognition” or “defiled 
mind” and what we might call the intuitive “pure” or “direct cognition” or “pure,” “direct,” 
“awakening,” “fundamental” mind (Zeuschner 1978: 69–79 and compare Sekida 2005a: 32–33, 
163–165, Nishida 1990: 3–10). Ordinary cognition involves six senses: hearing, seeing, touch-
ing, tasting, smelling, and knowing or the activity of consciousness. When we sense phenomena 
in ordinary cognition, then there is a difference between the object sensed and the one doing 
the sensing. This leads, again echoing Diadochos, to attachment to sensual phenomena and 
from it, in the Buddhist understanding, bad actions that lead back into sam․ sāra and thus we 
avoid sensing/seeing things as they truly are and so knowing them in their Suchness (tathata, 
chen-ju). In Diadochos, in comparison, that which is spiritual is ineffable and invisible. It is 
roughly analogous to reality or Suchness. In Diadochos once again, the material realm and the 
physical senses are visible or non-spiritual, and they are understood to lead to illusion precisely 
through sensuous attachment to objects and thinking that those objects and not the things of 
the spirit and God are where true reality lies.

In Chan, in contrast, there is no spiritual-ineffable-invisible/material-visible split unlike in 
Diadochos and Christianity more broadly, but you see likewise that what changes the senses and 
their objects is (non) attachment. Ordinary cognition for Chan, especially some texts (which 
we shall turn to shortly) in the Northern Chan tradition, emphasizes a “self ” over against the 
world. The more that that self emphasizes its solidity, the more it becomes attached to things, 
maintaining craving and becoming lost thereby endlessly in the karmic realms of suffering. It 
cannot see, awaken, to the emptiness of things given that its own “self,” if we must speak at all 
of such a thing, only exists in relationship, in intricate dependence on everything with which 
it encounters and is encountered and once those relations disappear, or one sees that they are 
merely contingent, so too does this “self.”

We see examples of this in the classic Chinese Chan Gong’an or Koan collections of public 
cases with commentary, the Wumen Guan (Wumen’s Gate or Barrier of the gate of nothingness) and 
Biyan Lu (  Jap. Heikiganroku) (The Blue Cliff Records) that date from the Song Dynasty period 
in the twelfth to thirteenth centuries and were compiled, respectively, by the Song Linji Chan 
masters Wumen Huikai (1183–1260) and Yuan Keqin (1063–1135). In Case 16 of the Wumen 
Guan, “The Sound of the Bell, the Monk’s Robe,” Yunmen says, “ ‘The earth is so broad and 
wide – why do we put on the monk’s robe at the sound of the bell?’ ” Wumen’s comment here 
is that the real Zen student should not be swayed by sounds and forms. When he obtains insight 
by hearing a voice or seeing a form, he is free in this instant. While in ordinary cognition the 
sound comes to the ear, with such pure cognition, the ear goes to the sound. The monk “rides 
on sound” and “gets on top of form with wondrous illumination everywhere in everything.” 
Moreover, the senses themselves work in a type of union so that “If you use the ears to hear, it 
is sure to be hard to understand. Only if you sense sounds with the eye will you be on intimate 
terms with Reality” (Wumen’s Gate 16; J. C. Cleary 1999: 83–84). This sort of synesthesia in 
which there is a sort of union of the senses or one sensation does the work of another or works 
together with it in a new mode is characteristic of much Zen spiritual poetry and aesthetics. An 
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example is seen in lines from Rinzai Abbot Keijo Shurin (1440–1518) of Shokoku-ji: “In spring 
temples, bell sounds dividing day and night/ Are seen by the ear and heard by the eye,/ Colors 
from beyond the sky dying everything in two –/Purple in the sunset clouds, red in the dawn” 
(Heine 2018: 103). Here we see, as Steven Heine notes, a sort of nondual oneness through con-
templation by the vehicle of the senses working in a pure experiential mode with the realm of 
immanence (the colors of purple and red perceived) in union with the realm of transcendence 
(colors sensed beyond the sky) apprehending the unity of Buddha nature (Heine 2018: 104).

In the words of the well-known Zen commentator Katsuki Sekida, you experience with the 
Koan (and indeed the poem just cited) the “interpenetration of subjectivity and objectivity” and 
all the senses and mental acts become interwoven in one act; sensation and cognition become 
one in pure cognition (Sekida 2005a: 66–67). We have direct knowledge of the external object, 
a union of cognition and cognized object (Sekida 2005a: 257) through the senses working in 
unity synesthetically. As a Koan from the Blue Cliff Record puts it, “Hearing, seeing, touching, 
and knowing are not one and one” (Hekiganroku, 40; Sekida 2005a: 255). This is reminiscent 
in Diadochos of the prelapsarian unity of perception or union in unfallen perception of bodily 
senses and intellectual (but nondiscursive noetic faculties).

Sekida observes about the Blue Cliff Record koan that we see that there is here at work pure 
cognition and recognition of that pure cognition. So the moment when your hand touches the 
computer on the desk, there is only the touch. Hand and computer as object interact and inter-
penetrate in that very moment when sense of the computer and awareness of it are one. As soon 
as one recognizes that one felt the touch, “the pure cognition is recognized by the reflecting 
action of consciousness, and recognized cognition is completed” (Sekida 2005a: 258; see Seikida 
2005b: 173–192). This sort of pure cognition is the activity of sensation/cognition of one who 
through meditation has obtained insight. Reason’s analytical tendency to view the self in oppo-
sition to other subjects is here systematically thwarted. It is an example of what the Platform 
Sutra (c. 780 ce) called “Non-thought,” which is “to be without the characteristic of duality, to 
be without the mind of the enervating defilements. ‘Thought’ is to think of the fundamental 
nature of suchness. Suchness is the essence of thought, thought is the function of suchness” or 
“for one’s mind to remain undefiled within the sensory realms” (The Platform Sutra of the Sixth 
Patriarch No. 4, 353a-b; McRae 2000: 58–59). Another Philokalic writer, Evagrius Ponticus 
(345–99), distances noetic prayer from discursive reasoning (“thoughts” and “concepts”). In 
this perspective, the spiritual senses are suprarational, for God is “beyond sense-perception and 
beyond concept, you must free yourself from every impassioned thought” (Evagrios the Solitary, 
“On Prayer”; Palmer et al. 1979–95: 1. §4, 57–58; cf. §54, 62).

Treatise on Contemplating Mind

We see a version of pure cognition, involving a sort of spiritual senses, in the East Mountain 
Chan Treatise on Contemplating Mind (Guanxin Lun; Kuan hsin-lun). This work, which John 
McRae dates between 675 and 700 (McRae 1986: 119), is one of a number of early Chan texts 
from the so-called Northern School found in 1900 in one of the cave temples at Dunhuang in 
northwestern China.4 It is alleged to have been written by the legendary first Chan patriarch, 
the Indian ex-patriate Bodhidharma who brought Chan to China, but scholars now agree it is 
likely the work of Master Yuquan Shenxiu (alternative transliteration: Yü-ch’üan Shen-hsiu) (c. 
606–706 ce) and his disciples of the “Northern School” (for discussion, see McRae 1986: 148–
233) and compiled during Shenxiu’s residence at Yuquan (“Jade Spring”) Temple (in foothills 
of Mt. Yuquan in Dangyang in western Hubei province) in the last 20 years of the seventh cen-
tury (Wang 2017: 115–116, 263). The text seems to articulate, with detailed discussion of the 
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role of the senses in enlightenment, what later Zen writers refer to as “pure cognition.” Mind, 
we are told by the Bodhidharma, is the “root of the myriad phenomena”; “all phenomena are 
born from mind” (“Bodhidharma’s Treatise on Contemplating Mind”; J. C. Cleary 1991: 81; 
see commentary Zeuschner 1978: 69–79). It seems we can here see traces of the influence of 
the Lankavatara Sutra (composed in India fourth century; translated into Chinese three times 
during the fifth through seventh centuries), a text that was highly influential on early Chan and 
that mixes Yogachara or the Consciousness-Only School and the teaching of tatagatagarbha or 
Buddha nature. In this sutra, we are told at its opening that the Buddhas were “skilled in the 
knowledge that external objects are perceptions of one’s own mind” (The Lankavatara Sutra, 1; 
Red Pine 2012: 21). In this perspective, to see things as they are was to see the very basis of 
reality or Suchness, which was Mind itself: “you realize that whether something exists or not is 
nothing but the perception of your own mind, its external existence is seen as nonexistent and 
non-arising” (The Lankavatara Sutra, 2.XLV; Red Pine 2012: 139). This Mind is the Buddha 
Mind, which is present in all sentient beings; to become enlightened is simply to return to the 
original state of reality or to recover one’s own lost mind. Chan sees “nature” relationally, rather 
than essentially. To be enlightened, or to see one’s Buddha nature, is not a static condition but 
a dynamic reality that marks our relationship with all sentient beings. This is a version of the 
fundamental Mahayana teaching of apratistita nirvana (“nirvān․a without fixed abode” or “active” 
or “abiding” nirvān․a). We already dwell in Buddhahood but are unaware that we are always 
already enlightened. Different traditions articulate this experience differently but gesture at the 
same reality. As one fourteenth-century Chan master Tianru Eize puts it: “A Chan practitioner 
strives to see his true nature, while a Pure Land practitioner awakens to the reality that his true 
nature is the Amitabha Pure Land. How can these be different?” (Yu and Shore 2020: 8, 12).

In the Treatise on Contemplating Mind, this basic line is then complexified through a further 
distinction. On one hand, we have “pure mind” (ching-hsin), which is the “mind of undefiled 
True Thusness” or “Suchness.” This denotes things as they truly are and to experience Suchness 
amounts to an experience of one’s Buddha nature beyond the veil of ignorance. On the other 
hand, we have the “defiled mind” (  jan-hsin), which is the “mind of defilement and ignorance” 
(Treatise on Contemplating Mind; J. C. Cleary 1991: 82–83). This dualism of minds might almost 
seem guilty of a certain essentialism, rather than echoing the tendency in later Chan to view 
ignorance and illumination as one reality. However, what this tradition means by the “defiled 
mind” is simply the state of ignorance that precedes awakening, where one is caught up in the 
web of the senses. This is the approach we encountered in the Platform Sutra that was reminis-
cent of the sensuality of the physical senses in Diadochos. We will return to “true mind” and its 
link to meditation and enlightenment next.

As we mentioned at the outset, the defiled or false mind is ruled by the “six thieves” of the 
sense organs/faculties or six consciousnesses. They are thieves “because they go in and out via 
the sense faculties” and are bound up with “three poisons” (craving/greed (raaga), anger (dosa) 
and confusion/ignorance (moha)), which become attached to myriad objects and form evil 
deeds “which break off the body of Thusness.” Sensual attachment, as we saw earlier with Dia-
dochos, is crucial in blinding one. The three poisons map on to the classic three karmic realms 
of rebirth (Sk. trailokya), which are those of desire (for greed), form (for anger), and formlessness 
(for ignorance) through which body and mind sink down into birth and death and endlessly 
revolve “through the six planes of existence, receiving all kinds of suffering and affliction,” 
including existence as devas/gods, humans, asuras/demigods (these are the three less grievous 
planes of rebirth) and hungry ghosts, demons, and animals (the three heavy planes of rebirth) 
(Treatise; 84–5). Also mapped on to the three poisons are three aeons or “countless ages” in 
which a future Buddha must pass “numerous as the dusts” before they can obtain enlightenment 
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(wu or in Jp. satori) overcoming countless illusions/evil thoughts (Treatise; 86). All of this sensual 
morass leads away from seeing Suchness or the Absolute and thereby prevents one from achiev-
ing an Awakening to reality and to one’s Buddha nature/true Mind. Although the cosmology is 
radically different from that of Diadochos, both traditions see the ascent to reality as an ascent to 
true perception of either God or Suchness, which are here very roughly analogous.

Here is an interesting parallel with the Christian texts examined earlier. The writer of the 
Treatise does not leave behind the senses on the path to enlightenment. In fact, he looks for 
something like a kind of Buddhist spiritual senses as the path to enlightenment, something 
roughly analogous to the Philokalic model we saw earlier. A bodhisattva will only awake to 
his Buddha nature, the pure original mind that all sentient beings possess (Treatise, 83), when 
(1) the person discards the “mind of the three poisons” by practicing three combinations of 
pure precepts, discipline, concentration, and wisdom, in a way that is analogous to Christian 
ascesis with its purification of the passions and practice of the virtues (Treatise, 87–8); and (2) in 
meditation purifying the six sense faculties, removing from them the “worldly dust” (one thinks 
here of the famous alleged poem of Shenxiu: “The body is the bodhi tree;/ The mind is like 
the bright mirror’s stand./ Be always diligent in rubbing it –/Do not let it attract any dust”) 
(The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch 1, 348b; McRae 2000: 31). In this way, they become 
six perfections or six paramitas (meaning, “reaching the other shore”) so one can pass from the 
realm of ignorance to enlightenment (wu), which is the Pure Land or other shore (Treatise, 87).5 
Moreover, if the Christian understanding of reality is focused on Christ, as the incarnate Logos, 
who undergirds all of reality including the spiritual senses, we can see a sort of rough analogue 
in the Buddha nature/true Mind as undergirding the sensory roots of pure experience. The 
major difference is that Christ’s redemptive death accomplishes an ontological transformation of 
the very structure of reality, and he is said to be an absolutely unique figure, the incarnate Logos, 
Son of the Father God, one of the Trinity with the Father and the Spirit, who saves us from 
our sins. In contrast, the historical Buddha simply awakens to a reality that is latent in all things. 
Moreover, it is arguable, that the “Buddha nature” or “true Mind” and the cosmic Buddha (i.e., 
Vairocana), understood to be a personification of Śūnyatā (emptiness), even if they can be said to 
be “Logos like” cosmic principles, still cannot be understood to be the same reality as a personal 
Logos of a personal God that is uniquely incarnated, as in the case of Jesus Christ, from an orthodox 
Christian perspective.

The process of purification of the senses (or alternatively, subduing the six thieves) in Chan 
is an ascesis, to use Christian terminology, whereby one obtains pure cognition of that in which 
(1) one abandons the “eye thief ” and leaves behind objects of form, allowing the mind to be 
free of stinginess and possessing the perfection of giving; (2) one controls the “ear-thief ” by not 
indulging in the “dusts of sounds” so upholding discipline; (3) one subdues the “nose-thief ” 
and so equalizes “all smells good and bad,” becoming independent and properly adjusted pos-
sessing the perfection of patience; (4) one curbs the “tongue thief ” so one does not crave illicit 
tastes and extols the dharma tirelessly possessing the perfection of “energetic process”; (5) one 
subdues the “body-thief ” or touch (and this must mean sexual desire) so amid all “contacts 
and desires you are profoundly clear and unmoving,” possessing the “perfection of medita-
tive concentration”; (6) and, finally, one attunes the “conceptual mind-thief ” so one does not 
“submit to ignorance, and constantly cultivate enlightened wisdom,” possessing wisdom. In this 
way through the purified senses, paramitas, one is carried on the six boats to the other shore of 
enlightenment, which is the Buddha path (Treatise, 89, 94). We see an early form of the classic 
Chan/Zen pure cognition discussed with a nondualistic perception and cognition of Suchness, 
exhibiting Yogacara influence, in a Northern Chan text from the same period as the Treatise 
on Contemplating Mind, that is, the Treatise on the Sudden Enlightenment School. We read here of a 
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sixth consciousness that needs transformation and that is the “conceptual mind faculty,” which 
must be awakened or purified into wisdom and “Wisdom’s awareness is able to know clearly 
without differentiating, and transform knowledge into wisdom” (Treatise on the Sudden Enlight-
enment; J. C. Cleary 1991: 121).

Moreover, here, arguably, we overcome all dualism between minds (false/defined and pure/
true) and reach a nonthinking state of awareness free of forms, through the vehicle of cleansed 
senses that serve one’s original indestructible pure mind, that is, one’s “enlightened identity, True 
Thusness, is fundamentally formless” (Treatise on Contemplating Mind, 99). One then “sees” things 
as they truly are (“Suchness”), being freed from suffering that is bound up with the defiled states 
of the impure or false mind of the six thieves, which blocks “True Thusness” (Treatise, 82) and, 
indeed, conceptual thought that distorts objects. This is the Chan Buddhist path of wisdom and 
spiritual freedom: the enlightened observation of mind and body that does not let evil arise, for

Mind is the source of all the sages, and the master of all the myriad evils. The eternal 
bliss of nirvana is born from the inherent mind or, alternatively, nirvana and the Bud-
dha mind are equivalent. Mind is the gate for transcending the world, and the pas-
sageway to liberation.

(Treatise, 100–1)

The Treatise on Contemplating Mind ends with the writer telling us to transcend the ordinary and 
experience sagehood: “What is right before your eyes is not far. Enlightenment is instantaneous – 
why wait for white hair” (Treatise, 102). Is this a form of deification or something radically different?

Conclusion: False Friends? The Problem of Analogy

It appears clear that these two quite different traditions have remarkable points of contact, as 
both Chan/Zen and hesychasm focus on vision or experience and posit the primacy of the 
latter over doctrine.6 Otherwise put, practice and belief/teachings go hand in hand. Both tra-
ditions put the emphasis in discerning reality not on the rational or conceptual grasp of the 
truth—as if truth were some state of affairs out there in the world—but on interior transforma-
tion and intuition. Reality or divine truth, which involves coming to know your basic identity, 
can only be reached by leaps of thought in the mode of prayer or meditation. For Chan, this 
happens through the discipline of “just sitting” in meditation and training the mind both (1) to 
not be distracted and to be attentive; and (2) to simply allow the flow of consciousness to hap-
pen, to slip by but not to be attached to any one part of it but sit in stillness.

In a similar way, the Philokalic texts exhibit a sort of Christian “mindfulness.” This takes the 
form of both an ascetic watchfulness that the mind would not be taken away by the passions but 
also not get distracted by thoughts/logismoi and so see things as they are truly spiritually. One 
could of course try to expel these thoughts by simply negating them, but one can no more do 
this than ceasing to breathe. Instead, in a way similar to Chan, the Fathers of the Desert recom-
mend one seek detachment as a sort of nonattachment to sensual things and thoughts that arise 
and let go through cultivating inner stillness or silence calling on the name of Jesus in prayer:

Do not contradict the thoughts suggested by your enemies [demons] . . . for that is 
exactly what they want, and they will not desist. But turn to the Lord for help against 
them, laying before Him your own helplessness; for He is able to expel them and to 
reduce them to nothing.

(Barsanuphius and John of Gaza, Ep. 166 in Ware 1986: 14–15)
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In both traditions, the state of stillness or awakening—either to emptiness or true Mind 
with Chan or spiritual divine reality with the hesychastic tradition—cannot be attained except 
through a sort of ascetical training (askesis) of the mind involved with purifying the senses. In 
Philokalic spirituality, this training of the senses is a long process involving a repentance for 
one’s past life, the acquisition of discrimination between good and evil and a careful watchful-
ness and a surrender of one’s thoughts and passions to an elder or spiritual father. In Zen/Chan 
training, you are guided by a master in the endless hours of sitting interspersed through koan 
practice. This practice is a sort of transformation of the senses, as in the Eastern Christian tradi-
tion. Indeed, there is even a sort of quasi-legal relationship with mind-to-mind transmission of 
dharma being ascertainable by documentation. In Orthodox monastic tradition, built as it is on 
the Philokalic witness, each monastery has usually one spiritual Father and the monks who are 
his disciples are bound to him often for life and come to be known precisely, especially if the 
master is famous, as his disciples.

In Chan, all of reality, especially sentient beings, is in some sense a manifestation of Buddha 
nature or the common mind of the Buddha. Hence, the need to get past opposites, which Chan 
revels in and come to see the truth of nondualism. Intuition is the way that one can come to see 
the underlying unity and truth of all things (i.e., nonduality), reality as Suchness. In hesychastic 
spirituality, there is a similar embracing of opposites and arguing that the truth is only attained 
through apophasis or the way of negation and insight. Yet underlying all reality is the Word 
or Logos, identified uniquely with Jesus Christ, who is the incarnate Creator of all things and 
fundamental principle of their unity. Each reality has its own rationality or word/logos/divine 
principle from human beings to the smallest amoeba. Yet all these logoi/words find their unity 
and are identified with the one unique incarnate Logos Jesus Christ: “the many logoi are one 
Logos” (Maximus the Confessor, Amb. 7, 1077C; Constas 2014: 1: 95). In hesychastic spiritu-
ality, furthermore, there is a spiritual realm with God at its heart who is pure Spirit. Human 
beings are unique in that they combine the material and the spiritual. The aim of the spiritual 
life is for the body to be taken up and become spiritualized without eliminating its bodily char-
acteristic. Nothing like this spiritual/material division assumed by hesychastic spirituality exists 
in Chan, and indeed there is no self or spirit. To be enlightened is to see reality as it truly is, in 
its Suchness, which is true emptiness, as well as Buddha nature.

Turning back to the subject of our study after looking at these points of contact, one can say 
that the senses play a key role in both salvation and enlightenment. Through ascesis or purifi-
cation, the senses can become transformed and perceive spiritual things or true reality that is 
understood to be fundamentally hidden. This involves, respectively, contemplative prayer and 
sitting meditation in which one rids oneself of all images and indeed all discursive reasoning 
and obtains a stillness of wisdom. To train the senses, one must practice a sensory detachment 
or nonattachment. An intuitive portion of the self is privileged, which is nous or the intellect 
in the Christian texts and true mind or the Buddha mind in the case of Chan (even if this is 
understood relationally and not essentially).

Yet is the alignment really that close? When you go beyond comparison of meditative prac-
tices to the substance of the teachings, the meaning and aim and object of the different forms 
of meditation, then we see a parting of ways. At the heart of the Philokalic texts such as Dia-
dochos is the worship of Jesus Christ crucified and risen according to the Scriptures, as the 
uniquely incarnate Son of the Father through the Spirit. The Trinity and incarnation are the 
core of hesychastic spirituality, and they focus on a figure who entered history, took flesh for 
us humankind and for our salvation. One says the Jesus Prayer as one aims to be in a personal 
union with Jesus Himself and to participate in the divine life of the Trinity. In Chan, it might 
be retorted, one can have the Buddha understood to be the embodiment of a cosmic principle, 
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such as the Vairocana, the concretized Buddha nature as Dharmakāya (body of truth or reality 
body). The Avatamsaka Sutra (Flower Ornament) (c. 100–200 ce) expresses this idea beautifully:

All the Buddhas are one reality body/ True suchness, equal, without distinctions;/ 
The Buddha always abides through this power:/ Immediate Manifestation Every-
where can fully expound this./ The Buddha in the past saved beings in all realms,/ 
Shining light throughout the world.

(The Flower Ornament Scripture, Book I; T. Cleary 1993: 96)

Yet arguably, this conception is not analogous to the hesychastic understanding of Jesus Christ. 
Jesus, for the Philokalic writers, was the absolutely unique incarnation of the Logos. There will 
be no other incarnations of the Logos. In Chan, in contrast, each person is potentially a Bud-
dha and the Vairocana Buddha is a sort of transpersonal cosmic principle. The Vairocana as a 
reality or cosmic principle is not the same thing as a personal Trinitarian Creator God. It is 
this “uniqueness” of Christ’s incarnation and the “personal” divinity of Christ and God as Trin-
ity that fundamentally marks off hesychasm from Chan on a fundamental “theological” level, 
despite the many points of contact in contemplation and spiritual transformation. Finally, the 
notion of salvation in hesychastic spirituality, moreover, differs significantly from Chan enlight-
enment. The hesychast and Christian aims to be saved from their sins or rather to realize in 
their life through faithfulness the grace of the living God made known uniquely in Jesus Christ. 
This certainly involves seeing reality in its truth and knowing your fundamental identity (your 
“original face before you are born” (Yu and Shore 2020: 17–18)), but it is different from the 
Chan seeing reality as Suchness for it involves reconciliation with one’s Creator and deification 
through being adopted in Christ as the Son of the Father.

Returning to the spiritual senses, what strikes one on further thought is that certainly we 
see two paths of contemplation that aim to obtain similar types of transformation of the human 
sensorium and with it the human being in totum but for quite different ends and using quite 
different means. Thus, the Christian texts, and notably Diadochos, ultimately are interested in 
a transformation of the totality of the individual in Christ. This transformation is understood 
as adoption and deification. While certainly in hesychasm, there is an emphasis that this state is 
noetic in character. On the whole, however, the noesis is not the ultimate end of transformation, 
which is instead salvation or Christ liberating us from our sins and complete transformation of 
heaven and earth, our souls and bodies in the Kingdom of God, which is to be in a loving union 
and communion of God with creation in the Church. Furthermore, the Jesus Prayer is a pro-
foundly personalistic and loving means of obtaining union with God in Christ. The purification 
of the senses and the sensing of spiritual things beyond the sensible is merely a sort of “bonus” 
when the true aim is deification understood as the loving union and communion with God.

In contrast, the understanding of the renewal of the senses in Chan Buddhism, as witnessed 
to by Treatise on Contemplating Mind, is about an awakening to true reality and liberation from 
suffering, so avoiding the endless cycle of birth and rebirth. There is no God with which one 
wants union and communion, let alone an appeal to divine love or any understanding of a 
larger salvific body of the Church. In a way, pure cognition/perception, to see things in their 
Thusness, as one who is awakened, is the end of the process of the cleansing of the senses or 
the obtaining of the true original Buddha mind, which is inherent in all sentient Beings. The 
means of obtaining this awakening is sitting meditation and not any calling on the name of the 
Buddha as in the many forms of Pure Land Buddhism. In fact, the writer of the Treatise spends 
pages attacking the external forms of Buddhist activity and essentially allegorizing them using 
his mental schema of the Buddha path being the contemplation of mind.
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The “spiritual senses” in the Philokalic text of Diadochos and the Chan text of the Trea-
tise on Contemplating Mind are only apparently similar on the surface, because they assume 
quite different cosmoses. They are, therefore, actually “false friends,” “les faux amis,” that is, 
religious practices and concepts that look or sound similar but differ fundamentally in their 
significance once they are put in their religious cosmological context. In other words, the 
two traditions, ultimately in their theological and soteriological thrust radically differ, even 
as the transformative vehicle of the spiritual senses appears to be operative in both. The only 
way of making these two sets of conceptions and practices cohere—and this is quite pos-
sible hermeneutically—is through grasping them outside of their own cosmoses through an 
overarching theory of contemplation relevant to all religious traditions regardless. Such a uni-
versalizing theory, and it is not one that is popular these days among comparative theological 
scholars concerned with the irreducible particularities of each tradition, might be a form of 
perennialism or a tradition-specific exceptionalism that sees its own teachings and practices 
as universal, albeit in a lesser-diluted form, as merely human and therefore unconsciously 
replicated throughout all cultures.

To approach religious traditions that have no obvious historical links from within them, one 
is inevitably led to the path of incommensurability, and appropriately enough, silence when 
faced with the apparently analogous. Yet perhaps there is another more productive path of 
attempting to find points of contact in these two very different traditions, which is a new form 
of comparative theology that might provide not only an appreciation and deepening of one 
tradition through intuitive leaps of insight gained through study of another, with the theologian 
dialoguing the traditions in his imagination, but a sort of enlarging corrective of one religious 
tradition by another, which assumes that religious truth can be arrived at through a sort of crea-
tive synthesis of elements from two religious traditions that are acknowledged as radically dif-
ferent. Truth, in this sense, is not revealed by comparative theology through showing harmony 
between traditions in their points of contact or throwing into relief their uniqueness through 
differentiation, but rather truth is arrived at and even constructed, realized as something funda-
mentally new, a sort of novel revelation or sudden insight by interweaving traditions. But such 
a truly constructive comparative theological reading of the spiritual senses tradition in hesychasm 
and Chan/Zen Buddhism has yet to be written.

Notes
1 See Gavrilyuk and Coakley 2012; McInroy 2014; Aquino and Gavrilyuk 2022.
2 Diadochos of Photiki (400–c. 486 ce) was an important Eastern Christian spiritual writer and bishop 

from what is now Northern Greece, about whom we know almost nothing but who influenced and 
was widely quoted by a variety of figures ranging from Mark the Ascetic (early fifth cent.ce), John Cli-
macus (579–649 ce), Maximus the Confessor (c. 580–662 ce) to the anonymous author of The Way of 
the Pilgrim (Kazan 1884) (Ermatinger 2010: 8–9). Diadochos’s writings are collected in the first volume 
of the Philokalia. The Philokalia is a five-volume collection of Eastern Orthodox ascetical and mystical 
writings from the fourth to the fifteenth century, mostly on the Jesus Prayer or Prayer of the heart. They 
were collected together in the eighteenth century by two Athonite monks and subsequently widely 
translated and distributed. It is a treasure trove of Hesychastic Spirituality that forms, with the liturgi-
cal tradition of worship in Orthodoxy, the core of Eastern Orthodox Spirituality (Ware 1986; Johnson 
2010; Bingaman and Nassif 2012). In hesychastic prayer, one works upon the self ascetically moving 
toward the gift of theosis, striving for a state of stillness before God through ceaselessly calling upon the 
name of Jesus in the Prayer of the Heart.

3 We have used the translation of Palmer, Sherrard, and Ware in the English version of the Philokalia 
(Palmer et al. 1979–95: Vol. 1: 253–296) as it is widely available. However, there is an excellent more 
recent translation from Cliff Ermatinger under the title Discourses on Judgement and Spiritual Discernment 
(Ermatinger 2010: 65–128).
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4 The so-called Northern School of Chan (Wang 2017: 176–177) is a modern scholarly gloss for the 
historic “East Mountain teaching” (from East Mountain Temple on the Twin-Peaks/Shuangfeng of 
Huangmei, modern Hubei). It was an important group of Chan masters and disciples active in the 
Northern part of China especially near the cities of Luoyang and Chang’an in the late seventh to early 
part of the eight century. It was associated traditionally with the Master Shenxiu (c. 606–706 ce) and 
came to be polemically opposed by a former disciple of Shenxiu, the Chinese Chan monk of the Tang 
Dynasty, Heze Shenui (684–758 ce) and his disciples, to an orthodox “Southern School” associated 
with Huineng (c. 638–713 ce), who came to be regarded as the Sixth and last Chan Patriarch. The 
“Northern School” was deemed heterodox with Shenxiu the illegitimate heir to the fifth Chan patri-
arch Hongren (c. 601–674 ce). This was due to its alleged advocacy of gradual cultivation and enlight-
enment (in contradistinction from sudden cultivation and enlightenment of the Southern School) as 
well as the distinction between Pure and impure mind. The text that has borne the weight of this 
marginalization and distinction between a Northern and a Southern school is the famous Platform Sutra 
of the Sixth Patriarch (early eighth century). Today most scholars (following, McRae 1986; Fauré 1997 
among others) would question the caricature of the “Northern School” and would argue that there was 
no radical distinction between two schools and that the construction of a split simply does not hold up 
to scrutiny as so many later teachings are actually found in “Northern School” texts.

5 This process of enlightenment through the purification and perfection of the senses is understood as 
understanding Suchness or contemplating mind and body in sitting meditation (traditionally against a 
wall).

6 For a detailed discussion of the Orthodox Christian tradition (especially the work of Dimitru Stăniloae) 
and Mahayana Buddhism, see Valea 2015.
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We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; . . . as poor, yet making many rich; as having noth-
ing, and yet possessing everything (2 Corinthians 6:9,10).

Poverty is one of the most serious crises facing the world today. Whether the cause be 
found in overpopulation, the inequitable distribution of resources, lack of education, or the 
oppression of subsections of humanity, the result is hunger, disease, and premature death. 
The poor have no wish to be poor: How is it then that at least two major religious tradi-
tions—Theravada Buddhism and Franciscan Christianity—have spoken in praise of poverty, 
and privileged it as a virtue? This chapter will explore some of the ways in which poverty is 
practiced and praised in the context of monastic life, particularly in terms of “homelessness,” 
simplicity of clothing and food, opting out of the monetary economy, and the reciprocity 
between monastics and the laity, bearing in mind the difference between voluntary and invol-
untary poverty.

Going Forth From Home to Homelessness

In the Sāmaññaphala Sutta, the Discourse on The Fruits of the Homeless Life, the Buddha and King 
Ajātsattu are having a pleasant evening conversation on the merits of the monastic life in com-
parison with the life of a householder. The Buddha then outlines the moment of conversion for 
a householder, when a sense of vocation to the monastic life arises:

A fully enlightened Buddha, endowed with wisdom and conduct .  .  . arises in the 
world .  .  . and preaches the Dhamma, which is lovely in its beginning, lovely in 
its middle, lovely in its ending, in the spirit and in the letter, and displays the fully-
perfected and purified holy life. This Dhamma is heard by a householder or a house-
holder’s son, or one reborn in some family or other. Having heard this Dhamma, he 
gains faith in the Tathagata. Having gained this faith, he reflects: “The household life 
is close and dusty, the homeless life is free as air. It is not easy, living the household life, 
to live the fully-perfected holy life, purified and polished like a conch-shell. Suppose 
I were to shave off my hair and beard, don yellow robes and go forth from the house-
hold life into homelessness!” And after some time, he abandons his property, small or 
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great, leaves his circle of relatives, small or great, shaves off his hair and beard, dons 
yellow robes and goes forth into the homeless life.

(Walshe 1987:99)

The “Dhamma” is the teaching of the Buddha, summarized in various ways but reducible to the 
single phrase of the Buddha: “Both formerly and now what I teach is suffering and the cessation 
of suffering” (Ñyān. amoli and Bodhi 2001:234). This teaching is “lovely” because it shows the 
way to the end of suffering, the extinguishing of the fires of desire in the experience of nibbāna, 
the ultimate release from attachment and distress. The Dhamma is taught by lived example 
rather than just by words; seeing such a holy life instills confidence in the “Tathāgata”—an epi-
thet of the Buddha, meaning the “One who has thus come (or thus gone).” A central aspect of 
this lived teaching is the leaving behind of the household life and the adoption of a new identity 
marked by the shaving of the head and the wearing of a distinctive set of robes.

Many of these themes are also found in the account of the conversion of Saint Francis of Assisi 
(1181–1226), as recorded in the thirteenth century text The Legend of the Three Companions:

One day at Mass, Francis heard those things which Christ tells the disciples who were 
sent out to preach, instructing them to carry no gold or silver, no wallet or purse, 
bread, walking stick, or shoes, or two tunics. After understanding this more clearly 
because of the priest, he was filled with indescribable joy. “This,” he said, “is what 
I want to do with all my strength.” And so, after committing to memory everything he 
had heard, he joyfully fulfilled them, removed his second garment without delay, and 
from then on never used a walking stick, shoes, purse or wallet. He made for himself a 
very cheap and plain tunic and, throwing the belt away, he girded himself with a cord.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 2000:84)

At this point in the story, Francis has already begun his religious journey, living the life and 
wearing the clothing of a hermit, seeking God in solitude and prayer. He hears the teaching of 
Jesus in the Gospel and responds “with indescribable joy,” simplifying his clothing and eschew-
ing the use of money. Although keeping his beard (apparently thin and wispy), he would have 
had the crown of his head shaved in the manner of clerics, as a visual reminder of the crown of 
thorns placed on the head of Jesus before his crucifixion.

Renunciation for both the Buddha and Francis is a matter for rejoicing and is quite different 
from the deprivation experienced by the involuntary poor. As Fenn explains:

Renouncers lack material resources – possessions, wealth, family and the status and 
power inherent in them because they have abandoned them. Clearly, the definition 
of poverty as “deprivation” or “insufficient material resources” is here inappropriate. 
Renouncers are not deprived because they assert that a lack of material resources is a 
positive aid to religious development. More appropriate here is a definition of poverty 
as “possessionlessness”, an understanding conveyed by the Pāli term akiñcana (“with-
out anything”, “lacking possessions”), used almost exclusively throughout the Nikāyas 
with reference to renouncers.

(Fenn 1996:108–109)

The “Nikāyas” are the collections of the dialogues of the Buddha as recorded in Pāli, most prob-
ably the dialect of Sanskrit spoken by the Buddha in northern India in the fifth century bce. 
In these texts, the term “akiñcana” applies not just to the giving up of material possessions but 



Nicholas Alan Worssam, SSF

164

also to the renunciation of “self ” (which is really the acknowledgment of the nonexistence of 
self  ). As the Buddha says: “No sufferings torment one who has nothing, who does not adhere 
to name-and-form” (Bodhi 2000:111). “Name-and-form” (Pāli: nāma-rupa) signifies the mental 
and physical totality of the person, none of which should be clung to as if it were one’s “self.”

In the Franciscan tradition, a similar understanding of renunciation can be found in The Later 
Rule of 1223:

The Rule and Life of the Lesser Brothers is this: to observe the Holy Gospel of Our 
Lord Jesus Christ by living in obedience, without anything of one’s own, and in chastity.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:100)

The “Lesser Brothers” are the members of the Order founded by Francis, otherwise known as 
the Order of Friars Minor (OFM), using the title “Lesser” (Latin: Minores) as a mark of humil-
ity and an identification with the poorer members of society (Moorman 1968:17). The phrase 
“without anything of one’s own,” in Latin “sine proprio,” literally means “without appropriating 
anything to one’s self,” that is, not laying claim to anything, whether that be one’s own will, 
possessions, or physical desires.

The renunciation of home and family in the Buddhist context is made clear in the Pāli 
words used for the two stages of becoming a monk or nun. First, there is the ceremony of 
“going forth” (pabbajjā), as the candidate becomes a novice; then, there is the full ordination 
rite of upasampadā, when the monastic commits to following the full monastic rule (vinaya) as 
summarized in the Pātimokkha, a text that is traditionally chanted by heart every two weeks at 
Theravada Buddhist monasteries. The Buddhist practice of “going forth” from home to home-
lessness is linked by Mathieu Boisvert to the early Christian practice of “exile” (Greek: xeniteia):

Before the rule of vassa [the annual rainy season retreat] was initiated, it seems that 
Buddhist monastics lived as wandering ascetics who, although affiliated with a par-
ticular group (the sangha), followed a practice similar to most other Indian mendicants 
of the time. The itinerant life-style is strongly reminiscent of the xeniteia adopted by 
certain Desert Fathers and Irish monastics. Within the Indian tradition of the time, the 
concept of itinerancy was predominant. This is reflected by the most common term 
referring to ascetics: paribbājaka. Etymologically speaking, this term means “going 
around” (from the Sanskrit root vraj) and refers to all wandering religious mendicants, 
including Buddhists. The first bhikkhus were emphatically urged by the Buddha to 
“walk” alone: as portrayed in his second discourse, “Walk, let not two go by one way.”

(Boisert 1992:134–135)

There is some debate among historians of Buddhism as to the exact sequence of events in 
relation to lodgings for Buddhist monks (Pāli: bhikkhu, literally “mendicant”). The view that 
itinerancy was the primary mode of life at the beginnings of the sangha (the Buddhist monas-
tic community) is supported, for example, by Dutt (1996:99–102). In contrast, Wijayaratna 
(1990:20–22) sees the two forms of life, traveling and settled, as coexisting side by side, with 
monastics able to choose between the two. In the Franciscan tradition, this variety of styles of 
life is illustrated in the controversies between different factions within the Order. Some, known 
as “conventuals,” lived as settled groups in convents in the towns and cities; others, known as 
“spirituals,” wanted to keep to the primitive ideal of strict poverty, retiring to remote hermit-
ages, or seeking shelter in temporary dwellings.1
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The preference for itinerancy is revealed by Francis in his statement in the Later Rule that 
the Lesser Brothers should consider themselves as “pilgrims and strangers in this world” (Arm-
strong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:103). According to his first biographer, Thomas of Celano, 
Francis made this a common theme of his teaching, reflecting his desire to imitate Jesus, who 
had “nowhere to lay his head” (Matthew 8:20). If Francis’s brothers had to have somewhere to 
stay, “he taught his own to build poor little dwellings out of wood, and not stone, and how to 
build these according to a crude sketch” (Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 2000:285f  ). In this 
passage, Celano goes on to describe how Francis tried to tear down a house constructed for 
a Chapter meeting of the Order and was only persuaded to stop when told that the building 
belonged to the townspeople of Assisi, not to the brothers. The Assisi Compilation of stories told 
by his earliest companions summarizes the attitude of Francis:

[Francis] did not want the brothers to live in any place unless it had a definite owner 
who held the property rights. He always wanted to have the law of pilgrims for his sons.

This man not only hated pretence in houses; he also abhorred having many or fine 
furnishings in them. He disliked anything, in tables or dishes, that recalled the ways of 
the world. He wanted everything to sing of exile and pilgrimage.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 2000:136)

This delight in homelessness is a theme that runs through the early Buddhist text, the Sutta 
Nipāta, as for example in this saying of the Buddha’s close disciple, the Venerable Sāriputta:

The monk who abhors the world will seek out a lonely lodging under trees, in moun-
tain caves; to him who delights in these various lodgings what dangers are there? The 
monk does not tremble in his quiet dwelling.

(Saddhatissa 1994:111)

Even today, a visitor to Assisi, walking up the hill to the hermitage known as “the Carceri,” will 
find there caves scattered across the hillside where Francis and his companions used to sleep. 
Perhaps Sāriputta would have found it a pleasant place to stay awhile and sit mindfully at the 
foot of a tree.

The Restraint of the Rules

At first sight, the life of renunciation may seem a very carefree existence, without the worries 
of home and family to defend and nurture, but for both Buddhists and Christians, it is a life 
that is based firmly on the foundation of a moral code strictly kept, a nonviolent concern for 
the welfare of others, and an acceptance of what is given without desire for more. The Buddha 
continues in the Discourse on The Fruits of the Homeless Life:

And having gone forth, he dwells restrained by the restraint of the rules, persisting in 
right behaviour, seeing danger in the slightest faults, observing the commitments he 
has taken on . . . perfected in morality, with the sense-doors guarded, skilled in mind-
ful awareness and content. And how is a monk perfected in morality? Abandoning the 
taking of life, he dwells refraining from taking life, without stick or sword, scrupulous, 
compassionate, trembling for the welfare of all living beings. . .. Abandoning the tak-
ing of what is not given, . . . accepting what is given, awaiting what is given, without 
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stealing. Abandoning unchastity, the ascetic Gotama [the Buddha] lives far from it, 
aloof from the village-practice of sex.

(Walshe 1987:99–100)

In this passage, three of the most important Buddhist monastic rules are delineated: not tak-
ing life, not stealing, and celibacy (brahmacariyā). The other “pārājika” offence is to deliberately 
deceive others as to one’s meditative attainments. If any of these four rules are broken, the 
monastic is automatically cut off from the sangha and is no longer considered to be a religious. 
The three root vows in the Franciscan tradition are poverty, chastity, and obedience; these 
can be translated into the terms of the Buddhist monastic rule as not taking what is not given 
(poverty), not having sexual relations (chastity), and the letting-go of self-will in nonviolent 
compassion for others (obedience).

In the Franciscan tradition, these vows of obedience, poverty, and chastity are spelled out in 
The Later Rule:

I counsel, admonish and exhort my brothers in the Lord Jesus Christ not to quarrel or 
argue or judge others when they go about in the world; but let them be meek, peace-
ful, modest, gentle, and humble, speaking courteously to everyone, as is becoming. . . .

Let the brothers not make anything their own, neither house, nor place, nor any-
thing at all. As pilgrims and strangers in this world, serving the Lord in poverty and 
humility, let them go seeking alms with confidence, and they should not be ashamed 
because, for our sakes, our Lord made Himself poor in this world. . . .

I strictly command all the brothers not to have any suspicious dealings or conversations 
with women, and they may not enter the monastery of nuns, excepting those brothers 
to whom special permission has been granted by the Apostolic See [that is, the Pope].

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:102–103, 106)

In both these Buddhist and Franciscan texts, there is a clear link between nonviolence, poverty, 
and celibacy. For the Buddha, “abandoning the taking of life,” “abandoning the taking of what 
is not given,” and “abandoning unchastity” reinforce each other as commitments to seek the 
well-being of all and attain the goal of the holy life.

The monastic rules are hedged around with further restrictions to ensure that the major 
offenses are not committed. For example, the offense of theft is not just considered in its proac-
tive aspect, in terms of the forcible taking of another’s belongings. Rather, it is an offense to take 
something that one does not believe to have been directly offered. Consequently, alms must be 
placed in the monastic’s alms-bowl; he or she cannot help himself or herself unless specifically 
invited to do so by a lay donor.

Francis, although not legislating in as detailed a way as in the Buddhist monastic rule, was also 
extremely sensitive not to stumble into unconscious acts of theft. The Assisi Compilation records that:

Another time, when he was coming back from Siena, [Francis] met a poor man, and 
said to his companion: “We must give back to this poor man the mantle that is his. We 
accepted it on loan until we should happen to find someone poorer than we are.” The 
companion, seeing the need of his pious father, stubbornly objected that he should not 
provide for someone else by neglecting himself. But he said to him; “I do not want to 
be a thief; we will be accused of theft if we do not give to someone in greater need.” 
So his companion gave in, and he gave up the mantle.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 2000:139)
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Francis rarely had much to give others, being scrupulous to restrict his own possessions to the bar-
est minimum, but he is frequently depicted giving away his cloak to those who were involuntarily 
poor. Often these cloaks had only just been given to him by someone else. Buddhist monks and 
nuns, on the other hand, are not expected to be donors to others; their goal is rather to restrict their 
own needs so as not to be a burden on others. Nonetheless, there is an echo of the Buddha’s teach-
ing in the practice of Francis, who was so keen not to take that which had not been freely given:

Blessed Francis often said these words to the brothers: “I have never been a thief, that 
is, in regard to alms, which are the inheritance of the poor. I always took less than 
I needed, so that other poor people would not be cheated of their share. To act oth-
erwise would be theft.”

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 2000:130)

And yet in the background of this saying, is there not at least a hint of defensiveness regarding 
the practice of voluntary poverty? Francis and his first companions were mostly rich young 
men before giving away their wealth to become poor, and from that point on, they either had 
to earn their living by simple manual labour, or else beg from door to door. Did they therefore 
soak up the surplus wealth that would otherwise have been donated to the involuntarily poor? 
Wolf (2003:19–29) is strongly of this view, going on to argue that in colluding with a definition 
of sanctity as the renunciation of personal wealth for the sake of the Kingdom of God, Francis 
was thereby disenfranchising the poor from the economy of salvation: as they were already poor, 
they had nothing to give away and so were denied the heavenly rewards of those (like Francis) 
who had given up everything for Christ. There is certainly truth in this argument, but it needs 
to be said that The Later Rule is very clear that on joining the Order, candidates had to give away 
everything they owned to the poor rather than to their own families or to the Order itself (Arm-
strong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:100). Also, the Franciscans consistently argued for a dispersal 
of wealth by the church as a whole: by defending the absolute poverty of Christ and the apostles, 
the Franciscans were implicitly criticizing the vast inequalities of contemporary church and soci-
ety.2 And on a personal level, they sought to enshrine the dignity of the poor, following the lead 
of Francis who called all people, regardless of social status, his brother or sister.3

Requisites

A core value of both Buddhist and Christian monastic rules is contentment, not desiring more 
than is necessary for good health and well-being. The following two quotations form a mir-
rored pair (albeit separated by 1500 years), first from the Sāmaññaphala Sutta, and then from The 
Earlier Rule of Francis:

And how is a monk contented? Here, a monk is satisfied with a robe to protect the 
body, with alms to satisfy his stomach, and having accepted sufficient, he goes on his 
way. Just as a bird with wings flies hither and thither, burdened by nothing but its 
wings, so he is satisfied. . . . In this way a monk is contented.

(Walshe 1987:101)

Let all the brothers strive to follow the humility and poverty of our Lord Jesus Christ and 
let them remember that we should have nothing else in the whole world except, as the 
Apostle says: “Having food and clothing, we are content with these” [1 Timothy 6:8].

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:70)
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Clothing, almsfood, a resting place, and medicine are the four requisites (parikkhāra) allowable to 
Buddhist monks and nuns. They are not to be hoarded or to become sources of attachment but 
simply to be used as means to enable the holy life to be lived. In relation to clothing and food, 
for example, the Buddha says in the Sabbāsava Sutta of the Majjhima Nikāya:

Here a bhikkhu, reflecting wisely, uses the robe only for protection from cold, for 
protection from heat, for protection from contact with gadflies, mosquitoes, wind, 
the sun, and creeping things, and only for the purpose of concealing the private parts.

Reflecting wisely, he uses almsfood neither for amusement nor for intoxication 
nor for the sake of physical beauty and attractiveness, but only for the endurance and 
continuance of this body, for ending discomfort, and for assisting the holy life, consid-
ering: “Thus I shall terminate old feelings without arousing new feelings and shall be 
heathy and blameless and shall live in comfort.”

(Ñyān. amoli and Bodhi 2001:94)

Theravada Buddhist robes consist of three basic garments: an outer cloak (san.ghāt.i), an upper 
garment (uttarāsan.ga), and an undergarment (antarāvāsaka) secured with a kind of cloth belt, each 
garment usually dyed in a yellow or ocher color. Similarly, in his Testament at the end of his life, 
Francis spoke of the early days of the Order when he and his brothers were “content with one 
tunic, patched inside and out, with a cord and short trousers. We desired nothing more” (Arm-
strong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:125). The Later Rule of 1223 gives a slightly fuller description:

Those who have already promised obedience may have one tunic with a hood and another, 
if they wish, without a hood. And those who are compelled by necessity may wear shoes. 
Let all the brothers wear poor clothes and they may mend them with pieces of sackcloth 
or other material with the blessing of God. I  admonish and exhort them not to look 
down upon or judge those whom they see dressed in soft and fine clothes and enjoying 
the choicest food and drink, but rather let everyone judge and look down upon himself.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:101)

In a passage full of the characteristic humor of the Vinaya, the Buddha also allows his monks to 
wear “sandals with many linings that have been cast off,” if necessary to protect their feet, but 
only after he has told off “the group of six monks,” notorious troublemakers in the sangha, who 
had been wearing “sandals with heel coverings . . . sandals that were knee boots . . . sandals of 
many hues like partridges’ wings . . .” and were being roundly condemned by lay supporters 
(Horner 1996:246–248). Those closer to the Buddha’s heart were ascetics like the Venerable 
Kassapa, who dwelt in the forest, ate only what was placed in his bowl for alms, and wore no 
more than the basic three robes made of rags gathered from cemeteries or discarded by the way:

Good, good, Kassapa! You are practising for the welfare and happiness of the multi-
tude, out of compassion for the world, for the good, welfare and happiness of devas 
[gods] and humans. Therefore, Kassapa, wear worn-out hempen rag-robes, walk for 
alms, and dwell in the forest.

(Bodhi 2000:667)

Such practices benefited the practitioners by simplifying their own life, enabling them to concen-
trate on their meditation practice, and acted as an encouragement to future generations of ascetics.
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This theme of mutual encouragement and benefit is at the root of the practice of monastics 
receiving the requisites from the laity, described in the words of the Buddha as found in the 
Itivuttaka Sutta 107, and in the words of Francis as recorded by Thomas of Celano:

Bhikkhus, brahmins and householders are very helpful to you. They provide you with 
the requisites of robes, almsfood, lodgings, and medicine in times of sickness. And 
you, bhikkhus, are very helpful to brahmins and householders, as you teach them the 
Dhamma. . . . Thus, this holy life is lived with mutual support for the purpose of cross-
ing the flood and making a complete end of suffering.

(Ireland 1997:232)

There is an exchange between the brothers and the world: they owe the world good 
example, and the world owes them the supply of necessities of life. When they break 
faith and withdraw their good example, the world withdraws its helping hand, a just 
judgement.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 2000:294)

For both traditions, the holy life is not a competition, but a cooperative venture; both monastics 
and laity are needed for the enterprise to exist at all.

Alms

In terms of the regulations regarding almsfood, again there are points of contact between the 
Buddhist and Franciscan traditions. In the Pātimokkha Suddhapācittiyā 37, 38, 40 we find the 
following rules:

If any bhikkhu should chew or consume solid food or soft food at the wrong time, 
. . . having stored it up, . . . [or] convey to the opening of his mouth food that has 
not been given, other than water and a tooth stick, there is an offence entailing 
expiation.

(Pruitt 2001:59–61)4

The “wrong time” means any time after midday. This means that a Buddhist monastic will usu-
ally have two meals a day—a light meal for breakfast, and a main meal at around 11 a.m. The 
primary principles for Buddhists are both being contented with what is given and enabling 
an opportunity for the laity to practice generosity (dāna). In this latter respect, the Buddha is 
recorded in the Anāpānasati Sutta as looking over the assembled monks deep in their meditative 
repose and exclaiming:

Bhikkhus, this assembly is free from prattle, this assembly is free from chatter. It con-
sists purely of heartwood. Such is this Sangha of bhikkhus, such is this assembly. Such 
an assembly as is worthy of gifts, worthy of hospitality, worthy of offerings, worthy 
of reverential salutation, an incomparable field of merit for the world – such is this 
Sangha of bhikkhus, such is this assembly. Such an assembly that a small gift given to 
it becomes great and a great gift greater – such is this sangha of bhikkhus, such is this 
assembly.

(Ñyān. amoli and Bodhi 2001:942)
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The sangha is a “field of merit” as it practices in such an earnest way that the result of supporting 
it with alms can only be for the benefit of both monks and laity. The Earlier Rule of Francis has 
a surprisingly similar passage:

Alms are a legacy and a justice due to the poor that our Lord Jesus Christ acquired for 
us. The brothers who work at acquiring them will receive a great reward and enable 
those who give them to gain and acquire one; for all that people leave behind in 
the world will perish, but they will have a reward from the Lord for the charity and 
almsgiving they have done.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:71)

One of the archetypal images of Buddhist monks in Asia is the sight of the early morning alms-
round, where the monks walk silently in single file, head down and composed, while the laity 
put food specially prepared into the alms-bowl slung over their shoulders. Francis practiced in a 
similar way. In the Legend of the Three Companions, he chides himself:

As a beggar, going from door to door, you should carry a bowl in your hand, and, 
driven by necessity, you should collect the scraps they give you. This is how you must 
live willingly, out of love for him who was born poor, lived very poorly in this world, 
remained naked and poor on the cross, and was buried in a tomb belonging to another.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 2000:82)

In this passage, Francis is at first revolted by the mixed scraps he has collected, but gradually he 
comes to rejoice in this abandonment to divine providence. He finds in begging a way to identify 
with the poor Christ; for Francis, it is a specifically devotional practice, in contrast to the more 
practically oriented Buddhist exercise in mindful contentment. For the Franciscans, collecting alms 
was not a universal practice, however. At first, Francis encouraged his brothers to work in the fields 
with the villagers, or to practice simple trades in return for gifts of food, only begging when neces-
sary, and as the Order grew, it became more normal for the laity to bring donations to the friaries, 
or for designated “questor” brothers to gather alms on behalf of the whole community. In a similar 
way, it is much more likely these days for laypeople to bring alms to a Buddhist monastery, instead 
of the monks going on almsround, unless they have taken on such a practice as an ascetic discipline.

Gold and Silver

Money was a source of dissension for the Franciscans, but once again there are remarkable 
parallels between the Buddhist and Franciscan rules. First, from the Patimokkha, and then from 
The Earlier Rule:

If any bhikkhu should either receive gold or silver, or have it received, or accept it 
when deposited, . . . engage in various kinds of money transactions, . . . engage in var-
ious kinds of buying and selling, there is an offence entailing expiation with forfeiture.

(Pruitt 2001:39)

Let none of the brothers, therefore, wherever he may be or go, carry, receive, or have 
received in any way coin or money, whether for clothing, books, or payment for some 
work – indeed, not for any reason, unless for an evident need of the sick brothers.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:69)
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As both Orders were forbidden to handle money, how did they facilitate the reception of dona-
tions? How could they be supported by the laity and so become a “field of merit”? The struc-
tures put in place to enable this were remarkably similar in each tradition, reading first from the 
Mahāvagga of the Vinaya-Pit.aka, and then from The Later Rule:

There are, monks, people who have faith and are believing; these deposit gold (coins) 
in the hands of those who make things allowable, saying: “By means of this give the 
master that which is allowable.” I  allow you, monks, thereupon to consent to that 
which is allowable. But this, monks, I do not say: that by any method may gold and 
silver be consented to, may be looked about for.

(Horner 1996:336)

I strictly command all my brothers not to receive coins or money in any form, either 
personally or through intermediaries. Nevertheless, the Ministers and Custodians 
alone may take special care, through their spiritual friends, to provide for the needs of 
the sick and the clothing of the others according to places, seasons and cold climates, 
as they judge necessary, saving always that, as stated above, they do not receive coins 
or money.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 1999:102)

In the Buddhist context, “those who make things allowable” (kappiya kāraka) were trusted lay 
supporters who could receive a gift on behalf of the sangha and use it at the appropriate time 
to supply the sangha’s needs.5 However, Schopen has argued consistently from archaeological 
and textual sources that Buddhist monks and nuns in India, from the earliest times, did possess 
private property and, according to donative inscriptions, made direct financial contributions to 
monastic construction projects (Schopen 1997:1–5). One way that such transactions might have 
been facilitated was that, according to some recensions of the Vinaya, the prohibition of handling 
money was circumvented by having the monastic bursar wear gloves (Wijayaratna 1990:83)!

Neither were the Franciscans immune to casuistic attitudes to their Rule. Some enterprising 
Franciscan friars had laypeople place monetary gifts in their cowls, later to be counted by using 
a stick (Moorman 1968:357). The Franciscans’ qualms of conscience surrounding possessions 
and the use of money were assuaged by a series of papal directives. For example, Quo Elongati, 
issued by Pope Gregory IX in 1230, stated that if the brothers wanted to pay for something, 
they could use a person who would act as an agent not of the brothers but of the donor, who 
would make the necessary transaction. In this way, the brothers were allowed the “use” of goods 
like utensils and books, without having the “possession” of such items, which remained with 
the donor. Subsequently, Ordinem Vestrum, issued by Pope Innocent IV in 1245, went further by 
allowing “spiritual friends” to hold money on behalf of the brothers, not just for “necessity” but 
also for “convenience,” and declaring the property of the Order to belong to the Apostolic See.6

Despite the ingenious attempts to work around the regulations in both traditions, the root 
unease concerning ownership was never quite lost. The insidious nature of possessiveness is 
brought out in the following passages, first from the Buddha’s words to his disciple Ananda in 
the Mahanidāna Sutta (The Great Discourse on Origination), and then from Francis’s words to the 
Bishop of Assisi in The Legend of the Three Companions:

Attachment conditions appropriation, appropriation conditions avarice, avarice con-
ditions guarding of possessions, and because of the guarding of possessions there arise 
the taking up of stick and sword, quarrels, disputes, arguments, strife, abuse, lying and 
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other evil unskilled states. . .. The guarding of possessions is the root, the cause, the 
origin, the condition for all these evil unskilled states.

(Walshe 1987:224f  )

Lord, if we had possessions, we would need arms for our protection. For disputes and 
lawsuits usually arise out of them, and, because of this, love of God and neighbour are 
greatly impeded. Therefore, we do not want to possess anything in this world.

(Armstrong, Hellmann, and Short 2000:89)

“The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil” (1 Timothy 6:10) says the Christian tradition; 
no doubt the Buddha would have agreed.

True Wealth

At the end of this exploration of poverty in the Theravada and Franciscan sources, what can be 
better than the summary of the Buddha, extolling the four Divine Abidings (brahma-vihāra) in 
the Cakkavatti-Sihananda Sutta (The Lion’s Roar on the Turning of the Wheel):

And what is wealth for a monk? Here, a monk with his heart filled with loving-kind-
ness, dwells suffusing one quarter, the second, the third, the fourth. Thus he dwells 
suffusing the whole world, upwards, downwards, across – everywhere, always with 
a mind filled with loving-kindness, abundant, unbounded, without hate or ill-will. 
Then, with his heart filled with compassion, . . . with his heart filled with sympathetic 
joy, . . . with his heart filled with equanimity, . . . he dwells suffusing the whole world, 
upwards, downwards, across, everywhere, always with a mind filled with equanimity, 
abundant, unbounded, without hate or ill-will. That is wealth for a monk.

(Walshe 1987:405)

Notes
 1 See Moorman 1968:188–204.
 2 See Lambert 1961:58–67.
 3 See Swearer (1998) for a discussion of how voluntary poverty is not just a monastic virtue but informs 

the universal practice of benevolence.
 4 Quotations from the Patimokkha here refer to the summary of the 227 training regulations for monks 

(bhikkhu). There is a parallel collection of rules for nuns (bhikkhuni) with 311 regulations itemized.
 5 See Wijayaratna 1990:81–88 for more on the Theravada attitude to money.
 6 See Moorman 1968:116–122 for more details of the papal declarations.
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Introduction

Dialogue Interreligieux Monastique·Monastic Interreligious Dialogue (DIM·MID) is recognized for 
the depth and exemplary nature of its exchanges between Christians and Buddhists. Several 
authors are of the opinion that this is one of the most fruitful instances of dialogue having taken 
place between the two religions. At the end of the 1990s, Dennis Gira noted that the monks 
of DIM·MID “are presently the most advanced on the path of dialogue with Buddhists” (Gira 
1991: 104). Stephen Batchelor speaks of a “silent movement in the church that is working for 
a deeper understanding of Buddhism; in the long run it is the one that can bear the most fruit.” 
(Batchelor 1994: 219). In her letter of September 3, 1996, Pascaline Coff, OSB, wrote that 
“Buddhism and Christianity are more to the forefront in the dialogue today.”1

Among the reasons that support this positive assessment is the fact that dialogue between 
monks is supported by a 60-old structure that has no equivalent within or outside Christian-
ity and that facilitates the organization of meetings and their deepening over time. More than 
anything else, exchanges with Buddhist monks have allowed this structure, which belongs to the 
great family of Saint Benedict, to develop and give shape to its unique charism. Consequently, 
these intermonastic exchanges represent much more than just one activity among others. While 
it is certainly true that Benedictine, Cistercian, and Trappist monks are also engaged in dialogue 
with Hindus, Muslims, and to a lesser extent with Jews, their relationship to Buddhists stands 
out in the sense that it is part of the vision that gave rise to DIM·MID, continues to help it 
define its role and mission in the Church, and makes it one of the most advanced undertakings 
for dialogue overall.2

This paper will highlight the historical, theological, and ecclesiological dimensions of 
Christian-Buddhist dialogue within the broader framework of DIM·MID. First, we will describe 
the important contribution of this dialogue as we outline in the genesis and development of the 
organization. Then we will emphasize that DIM·MID acquired its identity and specificity from 
an effort to articulate the experience of Catholic monks who adopted Buddhist meditation 
practices and provoked controversy in so doing. Finally, we show that DIM·MID’s identity rests 
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on a novel approach to hospitality that invites the Church to renew itself and to lay the spiritual 
foundations of a world united in diversity.

Genesis and Development of DIM·MID

Dialogue with Buddhist monasticism is not only inseparable from DIM·MID; it has profoundly 
shaped) the identity that the latter has forged over the course of its history, as will be shown by 
the a few examples that follow. I do not plan here to rewrite the history of this organization 
(Blée 2011),3 but I wish to outline the perspective of the Christian partners in this dialogue so 
as to identify the main thrust of its development. DIM·MID is the offspring of AIM (Aide à 
l’implantation monastique), a Secretariat of the Benedictine Confederation founded in 1960 
to promote and support the establishment of new monastic foundations first in Africa, then in 
Asia. The missionary approach adopted by AIM heralded the renewal approved by Vatican II 
in that it advocated dialogue with the cultures and religions of the evangelized milieu. It thus 
broke with a practice aimed at the greatest number of conversions that required the rejection of 
non-Christian elements or, at best, their pure and simple assimilation. Interreligious dialogue 
was recognized as a necessity especially in the context of Catholic monasticism in Asia.4 West-
ern monks were now discovering for the first time the massive presence of Buddhism and its 
forms of meditation in this part of the world and coming to the realization that after centuries 
of effort, the Christian mission had little impact there. This was the case at the pan-monastic 
congresses in Bangkok (1968), Bangalore (1973), and Kandy (1981), which were organized by 
AIM to help indigenous Christians cope with specific missionary challenges in their surround-
ings. These conferences helped to raise awareness of the close relationship between religion and 
culture, especially in Thailand and Sri Lanka, where Buddhism is in so many ways intertwined 
with the prevailing worldview and customs.

The Bangkok congress was especially important because it allowed the members of the 
AIM Secretariat to acknowledge the existence of monasticism apart from Christianity. For 
many, like the Benedictine monk Mayeul de Dreuille, it was their first contact with Buddhism 
(Moffitt 1979: 7). In this respect, the Bangkok congress started something new, but it also 
made a huge impact because of the sudden death of Thomas Merton, one of the gathering’s 
most noted participants, who, as a pioneer of dialogue with Buddhism, felt that the time was 
ripe for encounter at a deep level. On the very day of his death, he declared at the conclusion 
of his public address,

And I believe that by openness to Buddhism, to Hinduism, and to these great Asian 
traditions, we stand a wonderful chance of learning more about the potentiality of 
our own traditions. . .. The combination of natural techniques and the graces and the 
other things that have been manifested in Asia and the Christian liberty of the gospel 
should bring us all at least to that full and transcendent liberty which is beyond mere 
cultural differences and mere externals – and mere this or that.

(Merton 1975: 343)

In the same spirit, he wrote in his notes for a paper to have been delivered at Calcutta, 
October 1968:

I think that we have now reached a stage of (long overdue) religious maturity at 
which it may be possible for someone to remain perfectly faithful to a Christian and 
Western monastic commitment, and yet learn in depth from, say, a Buddhist or Hindu 
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discipline or experience. I believe that some of us need to do this in order to improve 
the quality of our own monastic life.

(Merton 1975: 313)

According to this new approach to religious otherness emanating from monastic circles, no mis-
sionary activity is therefore viable without a dialogue with the sangha. This kind of dialogue was 
jointly and officially encouraged at the Bangkok meeting between Patriarch Somdet Phra Ari-
avong Sankarat and Pope Paul VI. The latter also assigned Catholic monks the unprecedented 
task of exploring in the spirit of the Council a rapprochement with the monasticism of the Far 
East (Leclercq 1986: 77).

If intermonastic dialogue was originally part of a missionary strategy, it moved away 
from it after the creation of two subcommissions for interreligious dialogue, one in Europe 
(August 1977), the other in the United States (  January 1978). These committees were relatively 
autonomous although still within the structure of AIM. Even though one of the mandates of 
these new bodies was to assist Asian Christians in their dialogue with the so-called Eastern reli-
gions, essentially Buddhism and Hinduism, they very quickly abandoned this directive to take 
up the challenge that these religions represent in the West due to their increasing presence and 
influence. This choice was based on the growing conviction, affirmed at the Kandy Congress,5 
that the Catholic monks of Asia are better able to engage in a rapprochement with the religions 
that were present on their continent long before the arrival of the Europeans. This, however, 
was not the only reason. The choice was also motivated by the growing success of Buddhist 
and Hindu meditation practices among Westerners, especially among Christians. Let us recall 
here the invitation addressed on July 12, 1974, by Cardinal Sergio Pignedoli, President of the 
Secretariat for Non-Christians, to the Abbot Primate of the Benedictines, asking that monks 
continue to engage in interreligious dialogue at the level of religious experience—an approach 
that had already shown such promise (Floris 1974). His encouragement was a decisive mile-
stone in the way monastic dialogue was structured and its new orientation implemented. The 
Cardinal encouraged exploring in-depth dialogue with the spiritualities of the East as a way of 
bringing about a contemplative renewal within a Catholic Church which, as a whole and in 
many respects.6 Avoiding references to a missionary framework, this appeal reflected a growing 
interest among many Christians. The cardinal clearly affirmed that the monk—the homo religio-
sus par excellence—was the very center of Christianity and could be seen as the perfect embodi-
ment of the fundamentally spiritual being. As such, Catholic monasticism, much as its Buddhist 
and Hindu counterpart, could certainly address humanity’s aspirations for spiritual fulfillment.

The two founding meetings of the of AIM subcommissions for monastic interreligious 
dialogue, one at Petersham in Massachusetts (  June 1977) and other at Loppem in Belgium 
(August 1977) gave new impetus for making dialogue an activity in itself, with its own objec-
tives, rather than putting dialogue at the service of the missionary cause. Two major objectives 
were associated with this new vocation entrusted to the sons and daughters of St. Benedict: to 
contribute to world peace and to facilitate an exchange of spiritual riches with the religions of 
Asia, in particular with Buddhism. Catholic monks were encouraged to become familiar with 
Buddhism, not only in theory—through study and teaching—but also in practice through the 
adoption of meditative methods used by Buddhist monks, accepting their hospitality, and shar-
ing in the daily life of their monasteries.

To enable Catholic and Buddhist monks to experience monastic life in another religious 
tradition, exchange and hospitality programs were established. In 1979, Pierre de Béthune and 
Abbot Primate Notker Wolf organized the first East-West Spiritual Exchange program, offering 
about 40 Zen monks from Japan—divided into groups of two or three—the possibility to stay 
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in monasteries all over Europe (Nicolini-Zani 2016; de Béthune 2012). In 1982, the Americans 
began the first phase of their Intermonastic Hospitality Program by welcoming a Tibetan monk, Kun-
chok Sithar, to six monasteries over a period of four months7 (Blée 1999: 134; Augustine 1989: 
252). Over the course of some years and in turn, Catholic and Buddhist monks were welcomed 
in each other’s monasteries. In Europe, 14 other exchanges have been organized alternately in 
Japan and in several European countries, the most recent of which took place September 11–19, 
2019, with the welcome of four Japanese Zen monks and two nuns to monasteries in France and 
Belgium.8 In the United States, things have taken a slightly different turn. After several exchanges 
(seven phases)9 with Tibetan monks, a new step was taken with the first Gethsemani Encoun-
ter (August 1996) on the theme of Meditation and Contemplation. This was a historic event that 
brought together 25 Catholic and 25 Buddhist monks and nuns from various countries, with 
the Dalai Lama as a distinguished guest.10 It was the Dalai Lama who, during an intermonastic 
meeting on the occasion of the Parliament of Religions in Chicago in August 1993, proposed 
this meeting as a way of deepening Buddhist-Christian dialogue. Gethsemani, the monastery of 
Thomas Merton was chosen as the location for this encounter because of the bond of friendship 
that had developed between Merton and the Dalai Lama. This meeting is the first of a series of 
four, also in Gethsemani,11 to which were added meetings for female monastics (Nuns in the West) 
from 2003 (Skudlarek 2012), then for male monastics (Monks in the West) from 2004.12 It should 
be noted that in Europe, exchanges have been limited to Zen monks and nuns and usually last 
for a fairly long period of time, sometimes several weeks, emphasizing the experience of being 
received as guests and of receiving hospitality.13 In the United States, shorter meetings lasting a 
number of days have been favored, inviting members of all Buddhist schools. This latter approach 
emphasizes the sharing of various experiences and points of view.

Defining the Dialogue of Religious Experience

These various encounters between Catholics and Buddhists represent the main activity of 
DIM·MID; they are its cornerstone, the backbone that supports its other activities. The reason 
why Buddhism is the privileged dialogue partner is that within both Buddhism and Christi-
anity, monasticism is a highly structured and prominent reality. Life in community, times of 
prayer, silence, nonattachment, rituals, strict rules governing daily life, manual work, and the 
authority of the Abbot or Roshi are all common elements (Coff 1980: 245), even if it is true 
that the rationale behind these elements may not be the same for both. In spite of these differ-
ences, monks recognize a family resemblance from the outset. Merton writes, “I do feel very 
much at home with the Tibetans, even though much that appears in books about them seems 
bizarre if not sinister” (Merton 1995: 70–71). Moreover, the monastic structure facilitates the 
organization of events, the fostering of fraternity, and the continuity that allows for deeper 
sharing. This is all the more true when occasions for dialogue are recognized and encouraged 
by the highest authorities of both religions. Pope John Paul II gave his support to the monastic 
hospitality program by receiving the Japanese or Tibetan visitors in Rome after their stays in 
Catholic monasteries in Europe.14 For his part, the Dalai Lama selects the Tibetan monks who 
will participate in the exchanges and receives a report from each team.15 In addition, he invites 
Catholic monks to meet him during their time in India. It should also be noted that the struc-
ture of DIM·MID is different from all other Christian organizations dedicated to interreligious 
dialogue. As a secretariat of the Benedictine Confederation, it serves the monasteries of the 19 
Benedictine congregations of monks as well as the monasteries and institutes of Benedictine 
women. While it also serves both branches of the Cistercian Order, it is under the authority 
of the Abbot Primate of the Benedictines, who in turn is accountable to the Pope through the 
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President of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue. This structure is unique in the 
Catholic Church, and it positions DIM·MID at the very core of the church’s ongoing efforts to 
establish a new tradition of interreligious dialogue.

Despite the official support they have always enjoyed since their creation, the two subcom-
missions of AIM had to gain some institutional credibility. Indeed, at the beginning they were 
also viewed with suspicion by some members of the Benedictine family, who were scandalized 
by some monks’ embrace of Buddhist practices such as zazen or vipassana, sometimes even in 
their own monasteries. It was as a result of this controversy that in 1994 the two subcommissions 
became independent from AIM and were henceforth known as commissions of a free-standing 
secretariat, viz., Dialogue Interreligieux Monastique·Monastic Interreligious Dialogue (DIM·MID). 
Hans Urs Von Balthasar accused the monks involved in dialogue of (heresy) and spiritual adul-
tery for having introduced Buddhist practices into their monasteries (Balthasar 1977: 260–269, 
1983: 160). Louis Bouyer, alongside R.C. Zaehner, saw a “veritable diabolical enterprise” in the 
propagation of Zen (Balthasar 1983: 152; Blée 2014). Joseph Ratzinger, then president of the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, signed a letter in 1989 to warn against the influ-
ence of Eastern religions in prayer (Ratzinger 1990). In response to these criticisms, Béthune, 
DIM·MID’s secretary general, gained the support of Cardinal Francis Arinze, president of the 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, and conducted a survey of the monks involved 
in interreligious dialogue to shed light on the way in which forms of contemplative prayer from 
other religions were being adopted and practiced. In 1993, a summary of the data collected was 
published in the journal of the same Pontifical Council under the title Contemplation et dialogue 
interreligieux. Repères et perspectives puisés dans l’expérience des moines [Contemplation and Inter-
religious Dialogue. Points of reference and perspectives drawn from the experience of monks] 
(CPDI 1993). This document shows that the adoption of meditative practices, Buddhist in most 
cases, offers an opportunity for fruitful dialogue. The document also presents the conditions for 
the successful employment of these methods. This way of relating to other spiritualities was not 
considered heretical but, on the contrary, was seen as a promising way of living the Gospel today 
and of following its supreme commandment to love God and one’s neighbor.

This collective survey allowed monks to articulate the foundations and the goals of this form 
of monastic interreligious dialogue. At the same time, it provided an opportunity to clarify and 
affirm their identity as an organization aspiring to gain its autonomy. This work of theological 
reflection continued in response to the March 1999 letter of Cardinal Francis Arinze inviting the 
bishops to share with him their view on a spirituality of dialogue, hoping eventually to publish a 
systematic study on the question (Arinze 1999). This letter, which followed the Plenary Assembly 
of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue held in October 1998 on the same theme, 
dealt more generally with the question of whether it is possible to pray together. This question 
had become increasingly important in the wake of the interreligious meeting for peace convened 
by John Paul II in Assisi in 1986—an event when communal prayer was not allowed by the organ-
izers. The monks of DIM·MID who favored communicatio in sacris (Perron 2012), understood here 
in an interreligious context, were anxious to bring their voices to this Church-wide debate, for 
which they were particularly well qualified. Thus, in February 2003, on the 25th anniversary of 
the European and American Commissions, they published a special issue in their international 
bulletin, titled Expériences monastiques de dialogue interreligieux [Monastic Experiences of Interreli-
gious Dialogue], which brings together testimonies of monks and nuns on how dialogue, in the 
vast majority of cases with Buddhism, positively influenced their relationship with God.16

If, therefore, dialogue with Buddhism did initially become a source of controversy for 
DIM·MID, at the same time this engagement with another religious tradition was also a source 
of creativity and emancipation. Eventually, these initiatives gained credibility with monks who 
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were skeptical of dialogue. One way to do this was to join forces with authoritative media per-
sonalities, such as the Dalai Lama, whom Timothy Kelly, OCSO, Abbot of the Monastery of 
Our Lady of Gethsemani in Kentucky, invited to participate in the aforementioned monastic 
dialogue between Christians and Buddhists. As we have mentioned, it was he who proposed 
such a meeting to deepen the dialogue that had been underway for years. Organized by the 
North American Commission of DIM·MID, the first Gethsemani Encounter took place three 
years later. This historic event foregrounded the dialogical or intra-religious dimension of a 
new ecclesial consciousness that was taking shape and asserting itself as the soul of DIM·MID. 
Underlying the promising character of Christian-Buddhist dialogue within DIM·MID were 
spiritual exchanges, especially with Buddhist monks, the adoption by Christians of some of 
their meditative practices, and the individual and collective reflections on the dynamics, prom-
ises, and limits of this expression of dialogue.

A Novel Hospitable Approach for a Spiritual Church

The specificity of DIM·MID lies in its openness to the religious experience of the other. 
Indeed, it is impossible to understand another religion without encountering it from within, a 
requirement already mentioned at the Petersham meeting:

One must experience the depths of another tradition before he can formulate valid 
concepts in his regard. Looking from the outside in, we deal with appearances and 
projections of our own limited values, whereas finding a tradition from within we 
come to know by experiencing with our whole being.

(O’Hara 1977: 33)

Practicing Buddhist meditation as a Christian is one of the main ways of doing so. Note that 
this openness also involves being received by the other; several monks have been introduced to 
zazen when they were welcomed to live in Zen monasteries in Japan. Already during his speech 
in Calcutta, Merton encouraged his peers to immerse themselves in the traditional milieux of 
Eastern religions to overcome a merely superficial engagement (Merton 1975: 313). Thus, at 
the close of the Bangkok congress, two Catholic monks decided to spend a whole day in a 
nearby pagoda (Leclercq 1986: 80). This was only the beginning. In 1975, Cornelius Tholens 
mentioned the need for such an experience when he conducted a survey among Benedictine 
and Cistercian abbots in several Western countries who approved of interreligious dialogue to 
determine if they would be supportive of developing dialogue within AIM. The monks ques-
tioned agreed on the need to situate this dialogue in the practice of hospitality and at the level 
of lived experience rather than of a simple intellectual exchange:

Either monks from one civilization will spend some time in a monastery of another 
civilization, or small groups, made up of monks from different cultures, will work 
together, without a determined program, in a climate of mutual acceptance and per-
fect equality.

(Tholens 1975: 50)

This concern was then echoed, as we pointed out, at the meeting in Petersham in 1977, where 
the suggestion was made to “elaborate a program of exchange between monks and nuns from 
East and West.” This project that was realized two years later in Europe with the first East-West 
Spiritual Exchange.
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The experience of being offered hospitality enables monks to realize that zazen, like any 
other Buddhist practice, is not a neutral or decontextualized phenomenon but the fruit of gen-
erations of seekers of the Absolute (Béthune 1997: 117). Thus, to adopt the practice of zazen is 
to some extent tantamount to being welcomed by Zen Buddhists, without necessarily having 
to go to the places in Japan where zazen was developed. Intermonastic dialogue is much more 
than a purely intellectual dialogue; neither is it is one of convenience or of compromise. It is a 
dialogue that involves the whole being, that engages one’s faith and one’s interiority; one awak-
ens to dimensions of one’s relationship to the sacred that resonate with that of the other. It is a 
dialogue in which it is possible to live in communion through the sharing of each other’s ways of 
prayer, while respecting their specificity. In 1984, the Secretariat for Non-Christians identified 
this form of dialogue as the dialogue of religious experience; following the second East-West 
Spiritual Exchange in 1983, when European monks stayed in Zen monasteries in Japan, this 
approach was listed alongside the dialogues of life, action, and scholars (Billot 1987).17 In the 
Secretariat’s own words, this type of dialogue is defined as follows:

At a deeper level, persons rooted in their own religious traditions can share their 
experiences of prayer, contemplation, faith, and duty, as well as their expressions and 
ways of searching for the Absolute. This type of dialogue can be a mutual enrichment 
and fruitful cooperation for promoting and preserving the highest values and spiritual 
ideals. It leads naturally to each partner communicating to the other the reasons for his 
own faith. The sometimes profound differences between the faiths do not prevent this 
dialogue. Those differences, rather, must be referred back in humility and confidence 
to God who “is greater than our heart” (1 Jn 3:20). In this way also, the Christian has 
the opportunity of offering to the other the possibility of experimenting in an exis-
tential way with the values of the Gospel.18

The monastic origin of this form of dialogue is not specified in the pontifical document. The 
reason for this is to emphasize that the dialogue of religious experience is not limited to monks 
but is an experience that has value for the whole Church. It is practiced by Christians of vari-
ous denominations and backgrounds, for example, members of Voies de l’Orient (Brussels), the 
Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies,19 or the European Network for Buddhist-Christian Studies, and 
it is examined in the light of several theoretical frameworks, one of the most popular being 
that of comparative theology developed by Francis X. Clooney, SJ (Clooney 2010). Neverthe-
less, by virtue of its history and structure, as well as the mandate it received from the Vatican,20 
DIM·MID acts as a kind of guarantor of the dialogue of religious experience for the benefit 
of all the baptized.21 Hence, the decisive role of monastic Buddhist-Christian dialogue is the 
establishment of a new ecclesial consciousness, an unprecedented Christian way of being in 
the world. In fact, this expression of dialogue is helping the Church evolve from a kairological 
period dominated by mission to a new stage where Christian self-understanding is based on 
dialogue (Panikkar 1993: 114–118). It can be noted that DIM·MID is a perfect illustration of 
this shift, since it emerged from the context of mission. It should also be noted that this new 
dialogical consciousness, contrary to the concern of certain theologians (CTI 1997), does not 
invite relativism, or the belief that all religions are equal and that the specific characteristics of 
each will eventually disappear in favor of a uniform set of practices. On the contrary, sacred 
hospitality, that is, being received into the religious experience of the other, is not only an 
opportunity for a better understanding of oneself as a believer; it is also a way to deepen one’s 
faith. Thus, the dialogue between Christian and Buddhist monks encourages spiritual renewal. 
In a conversation with Robert Aitken published in 1994, David Steindl-Rast recalls Merton’s 
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words: “I don’t think I would have understood Christian teaching the way I did if it weren’t for 
the light of Buddhism” (Aitken 1994: 51).

The adoption of Buddhist practices of meditation has allowed Catholic monks as well as the 
baptized who are seeking to reacquaint themselves with their inner life to rediscover a prayer 
marked by silence rather than by words and imagination. This is a prayer that gives primary 
importance to the present moment,22 the time that is neglected by a Church in crisis. The pre-
sent moment is also the place of self-knowledge, which awakens many to the importance of the 
body in the contemplative path and leads them to a sharper understanding of the significance of 
the body as a temple of the Spirit, as the space for spiritual transformation. In doing so, many 
practitioners come to the realization that it is not so much the body that stands in the way of our 
lived experience of God, but the mind with the competing thoughts that assail and condition it. 
This realization allows them to reject the dualistic anthropology that has been too long prevalent 
among Christians.23 They now have the opportunity to rediscover, following the example of 
Henri Le Saux and Merton (Blée 2019), the wisdom of the Desert Fathers and their refined 
knowledge of the mechanisms of the human spirit.

Catholic monks, it is true, often have much to learn from Buddhist monks in terms of 
exploring their interiority. This could be seen at the first Gethsemani meeting in August 1996 
in which I participated as an observer. The Dalai Lama made it clear that it was entirely pos-
sible for a Christian to practice Buddhist meditation (Dalai Lama 1997: 13). We could also 
observe that their Buddhist counterparts were generally more comfortable sharing their own 
spiritual experiences. While dialogue reveals some neglected aspects of the Christian faith, it 
also shows its strength and specificity. In this first Gethsemani Encounter, Buddhists for the 
first time began to question one another about how to understand something that seemed so 
foreign to them. Armand Veilleux, OCSO, had spoken of the Trappist monks of Tibhirine in 
Algeria, who were martyred in May 1996 following their decision to stay with their Muslim 
brothers even though that put their lives at greater risk. The roles were then reversed; it was 
the Christians who now felt empowered to respond to their counterparts with authority, 
explaining that the call to live the love of Christ, a love directed toward the most needy, may 
even demand the giving up of one’s life. For the Dalai Lama, there is no doubt that love of 
neighbor is something that Buddhists can learn from Christians. In short, dialogue allows for 
mutual evangelization (Dupuis 1999: 580). For the Christian, that means rediscovering the 
essence of one’s faith, love (agape), but even more, coming to a deeper understanding of when 
and how to put this love into practice in a manner appropriate to the present time. From this 
point of view, dialogue with Buddhist monks reminds Christians not only that love cannot be 
put into practice without self-knowledge (gnôsis), but also that this love is now being called 
to manifest itself in an unprecedented way through sacred hospitality rooted in the conviction 
that my relationship with the other believer is no longer a threat to my faith, but the privileged 
place of its expression.

Conclusion

Dialogue with Buddhist monks, as we have tried to show, has strongly contributed to the emer-
gence of a dialogue of religious experience, which represents the deepest identity of DIM·MID. 
The stakes of this dialogue are high, as are those of dialogue with Muslims, which is often 
privileged in a Western society where, it is true, Islam represents a much greater political and 
numerical challenge. We would argue that dialogue with Buddhists is even more fundamen-
tal since it calls Christians to a more profound reassessment of their anthropological as well 
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theological positions. According to Le Saux, no dialogue is possible with Buddhism or with 
Hinduism if it is not anchored in a deep communion. He adds,

Even more than Christianity and Islam, these are primarily religions of inner experi-
ence. . .. No dialogue, therefore, is possible between Christians and Hindus or Bud-
dhists which does not take into account that experience of self-awareness and the 
advaitic expression given to it by those who have made it.24

This is the reason the relationship to Buddhism stands out so positively. It offers all religions the 
conditions for a most promising dialogue at the level of faith and the silence of hearts. Accord-
ing to William Johnston, “The deepest encounter will take place in the area of mysticism where 
we go beyond thoughts and concepts and images, to a state of silent love.”25 On the other hand, 
is this not also one of the reasons why this dialogue has attracted the wrath of several Catholic 
leaders, who hasten to present Buddhism as an auto-erotic practice (!), or characterize it as a 
Gnostic heresy, or even denigrate it as a pessimistic religion—in short, as a an undesirable dia-
logue partner? (Blée 2011: 180, Blée 1999: 232; Mitchell 1995: 24–26). What is certain is that 
the relationship to Buddhism leads to a questioning of a certain vision of God, as well as a way 
to draw closer to God in daily life. The whole issue of double religious belonging is testimony 
to this26 (Drew 2011). Many believe that it is impossible for them to live in a Christian way 
without a Buddhist practice, a position that naturally invites us to reinterpret, or at least to reex-
amine, major theological themes such as the Incarnation or the Trinity in the light of Buddhist 
principles such as the notion of emptiness (śūnyatā) (Duerbeck 1994: 15). Dialogue with Bud-
dhist monks calls for a profound transformation of Christianity so that, by rallying all seekers of 
God (Veilleux 1980), it can recapture its prophetic dimension. In this way, Christianity does its 
part to transform the impasse in which our contemporaries find themselves due to the present 
global crisis, and to point the way toward a world in which human beings, invited to recover 
their dignity and creativity, can live in harmony with themselves and with the world.
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 19 The twelfth European Network for Buddhist-Christian Studies Conference took place June 29 to July 3, 
2017, at the Benedictine monastery of Montserrat near Barcelona, and was dedicated to a critical 
analysis of meditation in the Buddhist-Christian Encounter. Five themes were addressed from Bud-
dhist and Christian perspectives: the place of meditation in Buddhism and Christianity from a critical 
historical perspective; Buddhist-Christian encounter and the Zen tradition; the hesychastic tradition 
and Buddhist meditation; Mindfulness and Buddhist-Christian encounter; and meditation and action 
in Buddhist-Christian encounter.

   www.buddhist-christian-studies-europe.net/?page_id=197
 20 Skudlarek states that “In the early 1970s Cardinal Sergio Pignedoli, who was then prefect of this sec-

retariat, asked Abbot Primate Rembert Weakland to encourage Benedictines to become involved in 
interreligious dialogue because, as he put it, ‘monasticism is the bridge between religions’ ” (Septem-
ber 2003) Monastic Interreligious Dialogue Bulletin 71: 8.

 21 This guarantor role is well illustrated by the new international journal of the DIM·MID, Dilatato Corde. 
Indeed, DIM·MID has transformed its international bulletin dedicated to the activities of monks in 
dialogue into a multilingual journal open to all Christians, dedicated to the dialogue of religious expe-
rience, which was officially launched online on January 15, 2011.

 22 See the interview with David Steindl-Rast on Oprah’s SuperSoul Conversations. (9’15’’)
   www.youtube.com/watch?v=4YxT-mZi1bU

https://dimmid.org
https://dimmid.org
https://dimmid.org
https://dimmid.org
https://dimmid.org
https://dimmid.org
http://www.cimer.org.au
http://www.cimer.org.au
http://www.buddhist-christian-studies-europe.net
http://www.youtube.com
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 23 This idea was mentioned during a meeting on June  8–9, 1984, at the AIM Secretariat in Vanves 
(France), where the cause of “infatuation with the Orient” was among the topics considered by the 
Secretary General of the Secretariat for Non-Christians in Rome, Fr. Marcello Zago, OMI, and the 
members of AIM’s European monastic dialogue commission:

Many people find in Hinduism and Buddhism experience and methods more in tune with con-
temporary psychology; they are able through Eastern teachings to experience the integration of the 
body, mind, and spirit, while Christianity is still characterized by a fear of the body.

Aide Inter-Monastères North American Board for East-West Dialog Bulletin  
22 (February 1985): 3

 24 Aide Inter-Monastères North American Board for East-West Dialog Bulletin 13 (  January 1982): 244.
 25 Aide Inter-Monastères North American Board for East-West Dialog Bulletin 30 (October 1987): 9.
 26 Bede Griffiths confirms the need to rethink the notion of God in the light of the experience of the 

divine that one can have in a profound dialogue with Buddhism:

The real encounter of the Catholic Church with the religions of Asia has hardly begun and the 
challenge before the monastic order today is to enter in depth into the experience of God or, as in 
Buddhism, of ultimate Reality, in the religions of Asia and relate that experience to the experience 
of God in Christ in the West.

Aide Inter-Monastères North American Board for East-West Dialog Bulletin  
31 (  January 1988): 2
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Introduction

Religious/monastic life is a small and highly specialized reality of its own. In this chapter, 
out of deference for the way the groups broadly refer to themselves in the U.S., my use of 
the terms religious/monastic life refers to the following: “religious life” to the way of life of 
Roman Catholic cloistered nuns or monks and apostolic, non-cloistered Sisters or Brothers, and 
“religious” to the individual(s) who espouses this way of life; “monastic life” to the way of life 
of Sōtō Zen Buddhist monks and priests, who can be either male or female, and “monastic” 
to the individual(s) who espouses this way of life; “religious/monastic life” to the two ways of 
combined.1 While there are many significant differences between the subgroups of religious and 
monastics, these ways of life are characterized by an all-encompassing dedication to religious 
pursuits, some measure of withdrawal from the broader world, usually a long and formal process 
of initiation, and life in community (for the cenobitic versus the eremitic form). They all carry 
a certain aura of mystery and usually elicit curiosity. What makes them tick? What do they do 
exactly? What are their lives like? This chapter aims to shed some light on Catholic Christian 
and Sōtō Zen Buddhist forms of religious/monastic life, first by describing, and then by com-
paring, the theological-philosophical bases for the distinctive practice(s) of each, specifically, the 
practice of the evangelical counsels according to Thomas Aquinas and the practice of zazen or 
sitting meditation according to Eihei Dōgen. The comparison suggests that the two forms of 
life favor different aspects of our humanity: the Catholic one centered on beauty and love, and 
the Sōtō Zen centered on interconnectedness and awareness. Several examples are provided to 
demonstrate that these differences in emphases offer abundant opportunities for self-reflection 
and mutual learning and enrichment.

Setting the Context

Both Thomas Aquinas (1224/5–74) and Eihei Dōgen (1200–53) have written extensively about 
and have well-developed thoughts on religious/monastic life that continue to be influential in how 
that life is lived today. The breadth and depth of their writings have garnered broad interest, not 
just from religious/monastics themselves, but also from religious studies and philosophy scholars. 

16
A COMPARISON OF 

AQUINAS’S AND DŌGEN’S 
VIEWS ON RELIGIOUS/

MONASTIC LIFE
Christina Atienza, OP

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003043225-20


Christina Atienza, OP

190

In Buddhist-Christian studies, comparisons of their thought are in early stages and have involved 
the subjects of virtues, religious life, the mind-body problem, and dualism and nondualism.2

The method of comparison that I will be using is comparative theology. While I will be 
making some general observations, my perspective is rooted in my faith tradition, that is, in 
Roman Catholicism. Of particular interest is the question of what Catholic religious might 
learn about our faith and its theological-philosophical basis by comparing ourselves to Sōtō 
Zen monastics. What follows therefore can serve as a general example of this method as applied 
to Buddhist-Christian studies, as well as a comparison of views on religious/monastic life in 
particular.3

While the focus of the comparison is at the level of theology-philosophy, I do have in mind 
actual religious/monastic communities as they presently exist in the U.S. There are operational 
differences between Catholic and Sōtō Zen communities in terms of gender segregation, lay 
participation, and length of commitment. Catholic communities are still traditionally segregated 
by gender. While Zen monasteries in Japan may also be similarly segregated, the monastic and 
priest training communities in the U.S. welcome both women and men. Participation of the 
laity is more restricted in Catholic than in Sōtō communities. The laity is not typically invited 
to participate in the day-to-day religious practices of Catholic communities, unless the com-
munity is somewhat large or has a large space or if the community offers retreat opportunities. 
In contrast, Sōtō Zen training communities welcome the laity to participate in the same day-
to-day practices as the monastics. Catholic religious life also typically entails a lifelong commit-
ment. In Sōtō Zen, community members can move in and out of the monastery, in part to test 
their practice in the broader world and also in part to share their learnings with others. At times, 
they leave to look for another teacher.

Aquinas’s View of Religious Life

To introduce this section, it is worthwhile to envision a typical day in the life of a religious, 
for example, as lived in a convent of apostolic religious Sisters. The day begins early, with most 
spending some time in private prayer. The community gathers for communal morning prayer, 
somewhere between 6 and 7:30 a.m., depending upon what the community has agreed upon. 
After the morning prayer, the Sisters depart for their primary ministry, which, for simplicity, we 
might define broadly as some kind of work that involves advancing the reign of God. When the 
day’s work is done, they return to the convent in time for evening prayer with the community. 
After a communal dinner wherein they usually discuss their day and the news, each Sister retires 
for the day. Maybe some of them gather to watch a little bit of television, but most retire to 
their own rooms. Evenings are spent catching up with family or friends, watching or reading the 
news, and private prayer. A Sister’s private prayer might include petitions for specific people or 
situations, study and reflection on scripture or other spiritual book, and some form of medita-
tion. Their communal prayers usually involve the recitation of the Divine Office (also known 
as the Liturgy of the Hours or the Breviary), which includes psalms, hymns, scripture readings, 
and canticles. On some days, they may also celebrate the Holy Mass, depending on whether 
they have access to a priest. Had our hypothetical Sister been a cloistered nun, she would spend 
more time in prayer, both in private and with the community, and her work would likely 
involve tasks associated with maintaining their livelihood. While there may be great diversity 
within the community—in ministry, theology, spirituality, cultural background, age, personality 
types, etc.—there is one thing that binds them: they have each vowed to God and their con-
gregation, for all of their earthly life, to practice poverty, celibacy, and obedience. These vows 
are the hallmark of Catholic religious life. They are both foundational and aspirational and are 
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patterned after the life of Jesus Christ. With this image in mind, we may now delve into the 
vows themselves, according to Aquinas.

Aquinas discusses his theology of religious life and the vows in the Summa Theologiae, Second 
Part of the Second Part (ST II-II), questions 186 to 189, and also in three relatively short treatises: 
Contra impugnantes Dei cultum et religionem (An Apology for the Religious Orders), De perfectione 
spiritualis vitae (PSV, The Perfection of the Spiritual Life), and Contra doctrinam retrahentium a 
religione (CDR, Refutation of the Teaching of Those Who Would Deter Men from Entering 
Religious Life).4 For Aquinas, perfection of the spiritual life entails the perfection of charity, 
where by charity he means friendship with God and by perfection he means attainment to the 
highest degree possible. He therefore speaks frequently in degrees or grades of perfection. These 
stratifications should not be interpreted in a narrow sense, but rather as a means of gauging and 
describing what comes closer to the imitation of Jesus Christ, which is another way that he 
renders the perfection of charity. Charity is perfected through the removal of what naturally 
hinders people from dedicating themselves wholly to God’s service by following Christ. It is 
also perfected in terms of the type and level of responsibility that one has for bringing others to 
religion. He is careful to clarify that it is the interior motivation and not necessarily the act itself, 
that is a proper measure for charity. He recognizes that acts that may appear charitable may stem 
not from charitable, but rather egoistic, motivations. We should also read his degrees of perfec-
tion in terms of the profession or the office, and not in terms of persons. For instance, he holds 
the office of the bishop in highest regard, due to the nature of its associated responsibilities, but 
this does not mean that individual bishops themselves are more perfect than, for instance, an 
individual religious. What follows is a brief description of some of the themes in Aquinas’s view 
of religious life: the difference between precepts and counsels; each of the vows and what they 
attend to; how a vow is superior to simply performing the counsels; the differences between 
active and contemplative life; and some practical considerations regarding how these vows are 
lived out in real life.

A primary distinction that Aquinas makes is between precepts and counsels. At the most 
basic level, what is required of a Christian is obedience to the precepts given in the Decalogue 
or the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:2–17; Dt 5:6–17). Beyond these precepts are the evangeli-
cal counsels of poverty, chastity, and obedience. The counsels go beyond what is minimally 
required by the precepts, that is, they are supererogatory. The counsels involve the renunciation 
of property, one’s bodily desires, and one’s will. For Aquinas, the vow to practice these counsels 
is most appropriate to the perfection of the charity and therefore of religious life (PSV, ch. XI). 
In CDR, Aquinas provides additional clarification that it is not necessary for a person to first 
become proficient in obeying the precepts before he or she can consider obeying the counsels 
as a religious (ch. II).

The vow of poverty is intended to safeguard from undue attachments to worldly things. This 
can be expressed in many different ways, but perhaps the most distinctive of religious life is the 
voluntary renunciation of property of their own, in direct response to Jesus’s invitation in Mt 
19:21, “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions” (ST II-II, q.186, a.3, co.). The vow 
of chastity or perpetual continence is intended to address the body’s sexual desires. In one sense, 
all Christians are called to be chaste. The vow that religious make is not just to be chaste, but to 
also be celibate, in direct response to Jesus’s invitation in Mt 19:12, “there are eunuchs for the 
sake of the kingdom of heaven. Let anyone accept this who can” (ad.1). According to Aquinas, 
sexual union hinders perfection because it is extremely pleasurable and therefore captivates the 
mind and makes a man have concerns for his wife and family (ST II-II, q.186, a.4, co.). For this 
reason, in terms of perfection, he elevates chastity associated with celibacy over chastity associ-
ated with marriage (ad.2).
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The ultimate is the vow of obedience, which involves the self-abnegation of one’s will. 
Aquinas treats of obedience on many levels. Those who are being instructed must follow their 
instructor, in the same manner as a disciple follows his or her master. They are subjected to 
both their command and their instruction (ST II-II, q.186, a.5, co.). Ordinary obedience to the 
religious superior is not an act of supererogation; it only becomes so when practiced in light 
of the perfection of charity as done by religious (ad.1). Religious are bound to obey bishops as 
perfecters of the perfected (ad.3). The vow covers all of the person’s life as it pertains to religion, 
but it does not cover those that do not pertain to religion (ad.4). He also draws a distinction 
between obedience as a result of coercion versus aversion. There is no merit in the former, 
but great merit in the latter, when one obeys, for the sake of the love of God, despite it being 
contrary to what he or she would much prefer (ad.5). Jesus is the model for obedience, for he 
was obedient unto death (PSV, ch. X).

The vow of obedience is the one that belongs most specifically to religious life, according to 
Aquinas. It is also most meritorious of the three vows for several reasons. First, the vows progress 
in the order of what is most precious to a person. One’s body is more important than one’s 
property, so the vow of chastity is superior to the vow of poverty. One’s will is more important 
than one’s body or property, thus obedience is superior to both chastity and poverty. Second, it 
is the will that controls the use of both property and body, so the abnegation of the will results 
in the sacrifice of everything to God (PSV, ch. XI; ST II-II, q.186, a.8).

Aquinas also expounds on the theological significance of making a vow, both in general and 
of obedience in particular, rather than simply following the counsels voluntarily. He declares as 
a heretical error the assertion that good works are more meritorious when performed voluntar-
ily and not under obligation of obedience, noting several reasons. First, the vow is itself a good 
that is additive to the merit of the good work alone and therefore further advances the perfec-
tion of charity. Second, a vow is a good in that it is a promise that is made to God. Third, the 
promise to perform the good work attributes back to God the very power to do the good work. 
Fourth, the merit of an action is proportional to the virtue that motivates it, and since the vow 
is motivated by latria, of supreme worship that is directed to God alone, a good work performed 
under such a motivation is most meritorious. Fifth, the church, which is motivated to propose 
to its members what is of the greatest good, encourages vows; if vows would lessen the value 
of a good work, then the church would not propose them. Sixth, one advances in charity by 
suffering what is naturally repugnant, such as the forsaking of one’s own will, if done to fulfill 
the will of God (PSV, ch. XII).

Aquinas also examines the question of different orders of religious life, born out of its char-
acter as a training school for the perfection of charity. The differences are due to there being 
many possible forms charity and many possible practices (ST II-II, q.188, a.1, co.). Aquinas 
distinguishes between the active and the contemplative forms of religious life. Both attend to 
the perfection of charity, as they deal with love of God and love of neighbor. The contempla-
tive life belongs directly to the love of God, while the active life belongs directly to the love of 
neighbor, which is done for the love of God. He cites Mt 25:40, “What you have done to the 
least of my brethren, you have done unto Me,” as justification for the active life. Citing Heb 
13:16, he notes that love of neighbor is also offered to God as a fitting sacrifice (ST II-II, q.188, 
a.3 co.). But are not religious to turn away from the things of the world and is not the active life 
toward the world? Aquinas explains that religious have their physical presence in the world, but 
their mind is turned toward God. Their preoccupation with things external is in the service of 
God, and not a worldly object (ad.3).

Aquinas further assesses the difference between the active and contemplative forms. In ST 
II-II, q.188, a.6, sc., he cites Luke 10:42, of Jesus affirming that Mary has chosen the better part 



Aquinas and Dōgen on Religious Life

193

in her decision to sit at his feet versus her sister Martha’s decision to be of service, to affirm the 
superiority of the contemplative life over the active life. Beyond that general qualification, he 
assigns different degrees of perfection, depending on which tends toward the greater good, be it 
in terms of the kind of practice or the frequency or intensity of the work. There are two kinds of 
active life: one which stems from a fullness of contemplation, which involves teaching religion 
and preaching; and the other which stems from an outward occupation or primarily externally 
directed actions, such as almsgiving or providing hospitality. The first kind he ranks above the 
contemplative life because it accomplishes a greater good to share the fruits of one’s contempla-
tion and to enlighten others, than to simply contemplate. The second kind he generally ranks 
below the contemplative life because it expresses the love of God more indirectly. Also, within 
the active life and the contemplative life, there are activities that tend toward greater perfection. 
For instance, in the active life, it is better to ransom captives than provide hospitality. And in the 
contemplative life, it is better to pray than to study (ST II-II, q.188, a.6, co.).

It is appropriate to conclude this section with some general remarks about practicing these 
ideals, at least by gesturing toward some of the factors that can be operative in determining how 
these principles come to fruition, or not, in the lived reality of religious. First, because these 
vows involve renunciations, they are, quite understandably, frequently interpreted in a negative 
sense, that is, from the perspective of extreme self-denial. When they are lived in a healthy man-
ner however, they are quite liberating. Second, there are shadow sides in this way of life, as we 
witness from the reality of church scandals involving religious. There was also a way in which 
the evangelical counsels conveyed a certain privilege to religious, which was challenged in the 
Second Vatican Council, when the laity was invited to the priesthood of all people.5 Third, each 
generation of religious lives the life differently, emphasizing some aspects more than others, in 
reaction to that generation’s broader context within the church, the world, etc. For example, 
the vow of obedience among women religious in the U.S. is at present lived out with an empha-
sis on contemplative listening to one another.6 The aspect of prophetic obedience particularly 
within the church is emphasized by some,7 which adds yet another level of nuance to these 
principles. Finally, there are also some marked differences between men and women religious, 
in terms of restrictions on women occupying certain church positions with pastoral responsibili-
ties, which, using Aquinas’s framework, effectively creates a lower ceiling for women’s capacity 
for perfection of charity.

Dōgen’s View of Monastic Life

We begin this section in a similar way as in the previous section, by envisioning a typical day in 
a Sōtō Zen Buddhist monastery or training center. There are various times of the year that are 
dedicated to more intensive practice (ango), lasting two to three months. During those periods, 
much of the days are spent in communal practice and silence. The day begins very early with 
morning communal sitting meditation (zazen) in the meditation hall (zendo) starting at around 
4:15 a.m. and lasting for about two hours, followed by chanting of Zen texts or other Buddhist 
teachings. The community then has formal breakfast, also in the zendo. Eating meals, as with 
most of the communal activities, is ritualized, involving chanting and offerings to the Buddha 
and specifications regarding the bowls, and food is consumed in silence. Following breakfast, the 
community cleans the temple and then has a brief rest period. They then proceed to the study 
hall, where they study Zen or other Buddhist texts. After study, there may be a class or a formal 
dharma talk, followed by another period of communal zazen in the zendo. Lunch is conducted 
in a similar manner as breakfast and is followed by a brief rest period. A work period follows, 
lasting about two to three hours. Talking is allowed during that time, though practitioners are 
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still encouraged to keep it to a minimum. After work is a period for bath and exercise. With 
the evening practice begins another period of strict silence. There is chanting, followed by the 
evening meal, and then communal evening zazen at the conclusion of the day. A Shuso (head 
monk) Ceremony may be held at the conclusion of the long practice period. The head monk, 
usually someone who has had extensive practice experience, is assigned for the period. Under 
the guidance of their teacher, the head monk begins to give dharma talks, which is another 
step in their training, and also primarily attends to the needs of the practitioners. Guests and 
former head monks are invited to attend the ceremony. In the ceremony, the head monk takes 
the teacher’s seat and everyone asks a question, which provides an opportunity for him or her to 
demonstrate what he or she has learned in her practice (Stücky 2013). During the long practice 
periods, as well as throughout the year, there are also periods of even more intensive meditation, 
sesshin, which can last from five to nine days. During sesshin, practitioners may meditate for up 
to ten to 12 hours a day. The work periods are shortened. A dharma talk or class may still be 
offered. Students would also have opportunities for one-on-one meetings (dokusan) with their 
teacher during this time.

It is apparent from the previous discussion how zazen is the hallmark of Sōtō Zen Buddhist 
monastic life. For Dōgen, zazen is the practice of realization itself, just as the Buddha had done. 
In the first line of Zazengi (Instructions for Zazen), Dōgen states that practicing Zen is zazen. 
Zazen is simply sitting meditation, sometimes also referred to as shikantaza or “just sitting.” It 
is the primary practice. Dōgen spends much effort to explain what zazen is and what it is not. 
His writings, unlike Aquinas’s, are nonlinear and generally not systematic, but perhaps more 
accurately described as prismatic, revisiting themes from multiple vantage points and showing 
them in a new light. Here I refer primarily to his foundational essays on zazen and some fascicles 
from the Shōbōgenzō (Treasury of the True Dharma Eye).8 What follows is a brief description of 
some of the interrelated aspects in Dōgen’s view of monastic life: dropping off body and mind; 
original enlightenment; the oneness of practice and enlightenment; studying and losing the self; 
nonthinking; and mind-to-mind transmission of the dharma.

In Fukanzazengi (Universal Recommendations for Zazen), Dōgen says,

You should .  .  . cease from practice based on intellectual understanding, pursuing 
words and following after speech, and learn the backward step that turns your light 
inwardly to illuminate your self. Body and mind of themselves will drop away, and 
your original face will be manifest.

Dropping off body and mind (shinjin datsuraku) has several connotations. In a physical sense, it 
refers to the disappearance of sensations that mark the definitive edges of both our body and 
mind or self (Loori 2004: 138–139). Self-centered consciousness, that is, thoughts of self-image, 
one’s identity, one’s responsibilities or titles, etc., accrued over an entire lifetime, cease. They 
come off like clothes, and the naked self remains, just as who you are at the moment. “Our 
body and mind are released from karmic hands. This is what datsuraku means. . .. I am noth-
ing. I am empty. I am just who I am. This is liberation from my karmic life” (Okumura 2004: 
114). The dropping off of the self-concepts accrued over time is like going backwards or taking 
the backward step. What emerges is the original face or the “original mind” or “primordial 
enlightenment” (Bielefeldt 1988: 125–127). The backward step could also refer to the mental 
state of pre-conceptualization, when reality can be seen as an unfragmented whole (Fischer 
1999: 44), which is the “ground of realization” (Maezumi 2004: 78–79). But if there is such 
proximate access to enlightenment, then what need is there for practice? This is a question that 
engaged Dōgen throughout his life. In one sense, it is because one could believe or trust that 
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only intellectually and not experientially. Practice is what expands and deepens that awareness. 
For Dōgen, practice does not turn practitioners into someone else but increases their awareness 
of themselves as already buddhas or enlightened persons (Maezumi 2004: 75–77).

A related aspect to original enlightenment is Dōgen’s view of the oneness of practice and 
enlightenment. In Fukanzazengi, he says that zazen is the practice-realization of totally culminated 
enlightenment, the manifestation of ultimate reality. This is a departure from other traditional 
Buddhist accounts of enlightenment as a progression or as an attainment. For Dōgen, zazen is 
both “practicing realization” and “the realization of practice” (Maezumi 2004: 85–86). Enlighten-
ment is not realized unless it is actualized in practice. While Dōgen elevates zazen, the practice of 
enlightenment and its realization is not confined to zazen alone. It extends to other practices in 
which one can enact realization in a sincere and wholehearted way. This is illustrated in a story 
that Dōgen recounts in the Tenzokyōkun (Instructions for the Cook), of when he was still a young 
student. He asked the chief cook (tenzo) why the cook wastes his time on an ancillary task such 
as cooking, when he could be spending his time either meditating or studying the meaning and 
wisdom of the sutras. The tenzo laughs at Dōgen’s way of thinking and tells him that by this ques-
tion, he demonstrates that he does not yet understand the meaning of being on the Way nor the 
wisdom of the sutras, that their true meaning is as yet foreign to Dōgen. The main point of this 
passage is to underscore that every moment and every activity is an opportunity to express one’s 
enlightenment, that the original face that emerges in zazen can be manifest in all of one’s activities.

Dōgen frequently exhorts his students to interrogate matters deeply; his Zen questions 
(Leighton 2011). Zazen and the study of Zen teachings provide opportunities to learn about 
and to study the self and to question our understanding. In Genjōkōan (Actualizing the Funda-
mental Point), Dōgen says,

To study the buddha way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self. To 
forget the self is to be actualized by myriad things. When actualized by myriad things, 
your body and mind as well as the bodies and minds of others drop away.

In our ordinary self-conscious way of thinking, we can have many selves that feel separate in 
our minds. But, Okumura says,

In our (zazen) practice . . . there is no separation between the “self ” that is studying 
the self and the “self ” that is studied by the self. Self is studying the self. And the action 
of studying is also the self. There is no such thing called the self outside of our action.

(2004: 106–107)

In zazen, it is not just the separation between ourselves and others that drop off, as described 
earlier, but also the separations that we have within our own minds. Dōgen adds,

When you find your place where you are, practice occurs, actualizing the fundamental 
point (genjōkōan). When you find your way at this moment, practice occurs, actual-
izing the fundamental point; for the place, the way, is . . . neither yours nor others.

Leighton stresses the dynamicity of genjōkōan, which brings about vitality and fullness of 
expression to life, in everything that it has to offer. He even encourages us to genjōkōan our 
delusions. “See how you are confused. . .. From the point of view of awakening, there is no dif-
ference at all between awakening and delusion. . . . [F]rom the point of view of delusion, there 
is a huge difference” (2011: 70).
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Another aspect of zazen is what Dōgen refers to as nonthinking. This is not to be confused 
with trying to attain a state of having no thoughts but refers to something much more sub-
tle. Part of nonthinking involves the cessation of striving or of effort, particularly of trying to 
become a buddha. He notes that we can get caught up in endless discriminations, which can 
be an obstacle to experiencing the fullness of reality. In Fukanzazengi, Dōgen says, “Please, 
honored followers of Zen, long accustomed to groping for the elephant, do not be suspicious 
of the true dragon,” which refers to two parables. Groping for the elephant refers to the story 
of blind men attempting to figure out what is an elephant by touching it. As they feel different 
parts of the animal, they are led to believe different things. This illustrates the limitations of our 
perceptions and our habit of relying upon them to draw conclusions. The true dragon is a refer-
ence to the delightful story of a man named Shoko, who was fascinated by dragons. According 
to the parable, Shoko adorned his house with various facsimiles of dragons: pictures, sculptures, 
paintings, etc. Pleased with Shoko’s devotion, a real dragon decided to come down from the 
skies and pay Shoko a visit outside his house, peeking his head through one window and show-
ing his tail through another. At the sight of the true dragon, whose reality was so much more 
than the facsimiles he was accustomed to, Shoko fainted in shock. When Dōgen says to not be 
suspicious of the true dragon, he is exhorting the practitioners to be free from their thoughts 
so as to experience the fullness of reality as it truly is (Maezumi 2004: 92). Another way to 
explain nonthinking is as a way of using the mind that is neither thinking, that is, fully engaging 
thoughts, nor not-thinking, that is, having no thoughts at all. Nonthinking is between these 
two extremes. When phenomena are seen through this nonthinking mind, dualisms such as 
thinking and not-thinking, being and non-being, self and other, good and bad, etc. disappear. It 
is a different way of seeing, a different aspect of consciousness in which differences merge (Loori 
2004: 140–143). This nondual way (funi) is not a negation of duality, nor is it some metaphysical 
state. Nonduality and duality are related through speech or language, which uses discriminative 
thinking and divides reality that is not otherwise actually divided. Realization is the dynamic 
process of seeing phenomena as simultaneously “not two and not one” (funi fuichi) or “neither 
the one nor the many” (fuichi fui) (Kim 2007: 32–34).

In addition to the primacy of zazen, another distinguishing characteristic of Dōgen’s view of 
monastic life is the requirement for mind-to-mind transmission of the dharma (isshin-denshin) 
between master and disciple. From a theological-philosophical standpoint, transmission is a 
misnomer, as nothing is really being transmitted. It is the realization that is the transmission, and 
the teacher just verifies and approves it. “You transmit yourself to yourself – by realizing that this 
very body, this very mind, this very place where we stand is nothing but the Buddha” (Maezumi 
2004: 77–78). Dōgen characterizes the relationship between the master and disciple in Katto 
(The Complicated). In Japan, katto usually carries a negative connation, being associated with 
desires and attachments, language and theories, all of which can entangle and ensnare the mind. 
Dōgen subverts this common understanding by rendering a positive connotation, that of being 
entwined like vines. The master and disciple are entwined. When they speak and listen to one 
another, they are in the same state. He uses the same image to refer to the dharma itself and the 
unbroken transmission of realization throughout the ages (Kim 2007: 72–73). In the same fasci-
cle, Dōgen relays a parable in which a master, who knows that his death is approaching, asks his 
four disciples what they have learned. Each one takes turns and demonstrates their understand-
ing. To the first, the master says, “you’ve got my skin.” To the second, his flesh. To the third, his 
bones. And to the fourth, his marrow. Dōgen notes that those who have not received authentic 
transmission think that the differences in skin, flesh, bones, and marrow represent different 
degrees of understanding. He clarifies that the master is saying in effect the same thing to each 
of his disciples: “You got me” (or “you have understood”). This “getting” is beyond knowledge 
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and understanding, and superior or inferior understanding (Shōbōgenzō vol. 3, Katto: 50–51). It 
is “intuitive communication from mind to mind,” likened to the sympathetic resonance of tun-
ing forks (Shōbōgenzō vol. 3, Katto: 57, n. 3).

Comparison

Having placed side by side Aquinas’s and Dōgen’s views on religious/monastic life, we are now 
in a position to undertake the comparative exercise. My goal is simply to make some observa-
tions and generate some new questions that might not otherwise have been possible, again, from 
the perspective of what Catholic religious might learn from an extended visit into the Sōtō Zen 
monastic world. The following reflections are meant to be illustrative of the possibilities for self-
reflection and mutual learning and enrichment.

The first and perhaps most obvious observation is how glaringly different these views are. 
Are they not, in some fashion, both predicated upon a vision of human flourishing? Rather than 
trying to articulate that vision, however, we could focus on the practices. For Aquinas, religious 
life is centered around the practice of charity, where the love of God manifests in contemplation 
and in the love of neighbor as oneself. For Dōgen, monastic life is centered around the practice 
of zazen, which opens up to the simultaneous awareness and embodied understanding of both 
the seamlessness of reality and the operations of the discriminating mind. From this perspective 
of practice, what is foregrounded is the difference in the locus of activity. Would it be appropriate 
to say that Catholic religious life focuses, at least metaphorically, on enlivening the mind through 
beauty and the heart through love, while Sōtō Zen monastic life focuses on enlivening the body 
through interconnection and oneness and the gut through heightened awareness and intuition?

If the answer to the last question is affirmative, then what opportunities might be lost or 
diminished for Catholic religious by not fully exercising and engaging the body and the gut? 
One area that might not be as enlivened as it could be is the sacramental life, for all its somatic 
dimensions. For instance, what, if anything, could nondual awareness and the oneness of prac-
tice and realization add to the experience of the Eucharist? If the boundaries of Catholic reli-
gious bodies and minds became more porous, what new understandings might open up when a 
priest during Mass announces, as Jesus did on the Last Supper, “This is my body, which will be 
given up for you. This is my blood, which will be shed for you and for many, for the forgiveness 
of sins”? How would practice focused on the body and the gut change the experience of the 
reception of the Eucharist, of “getting” Jesus Christ? But is this misappropriation or a heretical 
use of nondual awareness and practice-realization? Are these “skills” of seeing and being trans-
ferrable across religious traditions?

Another possible area of theological-philosophical reflection is where there may be cor-
relations or if not, why not. For instance, how does Catholic renunciation, particularly in the 
abnegation of one’s will, align with the Sōtō description of genjōkōan? Are they opposites? Are 
they the same? Is the energetic inner talk that transpires while one is experiencing an aversion 
to a particular task that is required under obedience similar to genjōkōan-ing delusion? Was Jesus 
effectively “actualizing the fundamental point” when, before entering into his Passion, he asked 
for this cup to be taken away, only to later affirm, “Not my will, but your (God the Father’s) will 
be done”? At what point is obedience practicing realization and realizing practice?

How about mind-to-mind transmission? Does it have a correlate in Aquinas’s account? If 
not, would it not be salutary to have some measure of confirmation and verification from 
one’s teacher? The role of teacher is much more prominent in Sōtō Zen monastic life than in 
Catholic religious life. Why? Surely, it is not because charity is easier than awakening to reality. 
If there were a human person to serve in the teacher role in Catholic religious life, what would 
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he or she be verifying? Charity? Obedience? Perhaps verification works for Sōtō Zen monastic 
life because they are verifying something that is actually verifiable, that is, a particular awareness 
of reality that can be expressed. Compassion, the fruit of this awareness and the closest correlate 
to charity, is perhaps not verifiable in the same sense, because one cannot truly know another’s 
motivation.

Conclusion

My hope in the previous reflections was to demonstrate the possibilities that are opened up by 
comparative theology for the scholarly field itself, for the specialization area of Buddhist-Chris-
tian studies, and for theologizing about religious/monastic life. Catherine Cornille, in theoriz-
ing about the conditions that are conducive to fruitful interreligious dialogue, notes that there 
is “no a priori limit to the possibility of new learning from other religions, except that imposed 
by the need for coherence and continuity with the established tradition.” She adds that what is 
different now is that the other traditions are given credit and acknowledges that the borrowing 
of ideas are always accompanied by a semantic shift (Cornille 2013: 31). And yet, as early as the 
thirteenth century, Aquinas in the West and Dōgen in the East were already doing precisely 
that in their works, with Aquinas re-envisioning Aristotle for the Christian context and Dōgen 
reenvisioning Chinese Ch’an for the Japanese context. Perhaps we are not learning something 
new after all, nor are we retrieving something old; but rather realizing, in the particularity of 
our time and space, something that has always been true.

Notes
1 “Religious life” is a technical term in Roman Catholicism, defined in the Catechism of the Catholic 

Church as life that is

lived within institutes canonically erected by the Church . . . (and) distinguished from other forms 
of consecrated life by its liturgical character, public profession of the evangelical counsels (of pov-
erty, celibate chastity, and obedience) fraternal life led in common, and witness given to the union 
of Christ with the Church.

(CCC 925)

  Within this group are monks and nuns who also refer to themselves as “monastics,” who are gener-
ally cloistered and observe a strict monastic schedule. Apostolic, non-cloistered religious Brothers and 
Sisters are also part of the group, but generally do not refer to themselves as monastics because of the 
greater emphasis placed on works of the apostolate in their way of life, which does not allow for the 
same manner of observance of a monastic schedule.For the Sōtō Zen Buddhist groups, “monastic” is a 
term that has been adopted for monks as well as priests, both of which are gender-neutral. Training is 
generally the same for those who follow the path of the monastic and priest ordination, which involves 
many years of celibate living in a monastery. Priests may go on to leave the monastery to head temples 
or local practice communities and may also be married.

2 See Mikkelson, D.K. (2005) “Aquinas and Dōgen and Virtues,” Philosophy East and West, pp. 542–569. 
Mikkelson, D.K. (2005) “Aquinas and Dogen on Entrance into the Religious Life,” Buddhist-Christian 
Studies, 25(1), pp. 109–121. Kasai, T. (1974) “The Mind-Body Problem in the Thought of Dogen 
and Thomas Aquinas,”  Journal of Indian and Buddhist Studies (Indogaku Bukkyogaku Kenkyu),  22(2), 
pp. 1119–1112. Atienza, C.M. (2019) “Illuminating Dualism and Non-Dualism in Thomas Aquinas’s 
Thought Using Dōgen’s Non-Metaphysical Approach,” Journal of Interreligious Studies, (25), pp. 46–60. 
Atienza, C.M. (2017) Human Flourishing: A Comparison of Aquinas on Charity and Dōgen on Practice-
realization (Master’s Thesis).

3 For comparative theology as a method, see Clooney, F.X. (2010) Comparative theology: Deep Learning 
Across Religious Borders. John Wiley & Sons. Also Cornille, C. (2019) Meaning and Method in Comparative 
Theology. John Wiley & Sons.

4 Aquinas wrote the ST basically as a teaching manual for seminarians. The three treatises on religious life 
were polemical, written during the time when the secular priests were quarreling with the members 
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of the mendicant orders, of which Aquinas was one (Dominican), over whether the latter should be 
allowed to be appointed to theology chairs at the University of Paris and whether they were allowed to 
preach as well.

5 See, for example, Deák, V.H. (2014) Consilia sapientis amici: Saint Thomas Aquinas on the foundation of the 
evangelical counsels in theological anthropology. Pontificia Università Gregoriana.

6 See, for example, Schaefer, J. (2009) The evolution of a vow: obedience as decision making in communion (Vol. 
11). LIT Verlag Münster.

7 See for example: Schneiders, S.M. (2013)  Buying the field: Catholic religious life in mission to the 
world  (Vol. 3). Paulist Press. Hinze, B.E. (2016) Prophetic obedience: ecclesiology for a dialogical church. 
Orbis Books.

8 Dōgen’s Shōbōgenzō (Treasury of the True Dharma Eye) is a compilation of informal, impromptu ser-
mons delivered by Dōgen throughout the monastery to students who needed remedial help. Fukan-
zazengi has been variously translated as Universal Recommendations for Zazen (Waddell and Masao), 
The Principles of Seated Meditation (Maezumi), and Universal Guide to the Standard Method 
of Zazen (Nishijima and Cross). It is an independent work, although it was later included in the 
eighth volume of the Eihei Kōroku (Dōgen’s Extensive Record) and as an appendix in volume I of 
the Nishijima-Cross translation of the 95-fascicle version of the Shōbōgenzō. Genjōkōan is the first 
entry in the 75-fascicle, 60-fascicle, and 84-fascicle versions of the Shōbōgenzō, and Dōgen contin-
ued editing it until close to his death, which indicates its relative importance. It has been variously 
translated as Actualizing the Fundamental Point (Tanahashi-Aitken), Manifesting Suchness (Waddell-
Abe), The Realized Law of the Universe (Nishijima), Manifesting Absolute Reality (Cook), The 
Issue at Hand (Cleary), and The Actualization of Enlightenment (Nishiyama-Stevens). Tenzokyōkun 
(Instructions for the Cook) is one of the chapters in the Eihei Shingi: Dōgen’s Pure Standards for the 
Zen Community.
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Thomas Merton was a stout monk, almost athletic looking, cloaked in the billowy black-and-
white of his cowled Trappist habit. In most photos, he carries himself with an air of amiable 
self-confidence—the gentle curl of a smile lining his face. Occasionally, he is wearing a denim 
work shirt. Thomas Merton, popularly known by his secular birth name rather than his monas-
tic appellation “Fr. Louis,” first gained national notoriety with his literary debut—a memoir 
chronicling his early life leading up to his entry into the monastery of Our Lady of Gethsemani, 
in Kentucky. Published in 1948, The Seven Storey Mountain became a New York Times bestseller 
by reprising the paradigmatic lost-then-found narrative arc of Augustine’s Confessions. Merton 
become a virtual publishing house unto himself, and a cash cow for Gethsemani—something 
he both enjoyed and resented. Although The Seven Storey Mountain would be his meal ticket 
for the next three decades—the source of preferential treatment he would receive within the 
monastery, and his mouthpiece as a remote public intellectual—Merton would come to see it as 
a source of some embarrassment, as he grew increasingly estranged from his early triumphalism. 
By 1955, a much more seasoned and contrite Merton would proclaim: “I have become very 
different from what I used to be. . .. The Seven Storey Mountain is the work of a man I never even 
heard of” (Merton 1953, p. 328).

Later reticence about his early fame notwithstanding, Merton’s congenital enthusiasm and 
sense of being on the cusp of cosmic breakthrough would persist throughout life and offset his 
concomitant self-deprecation and guilt. What was initially dismissed as a convert’s fervor would 
reveal itself to be an enduring personality trait. Although Merton echoed the Augustinian spir-
itual itinerary of “sinning unto grace” before finding resolution and existential rest, his insatiable 
curiosity was more analogous to Gregory of Nyssa’s epektastic beatification in The Life of Moses 
(II, 239)—with the soul being constantly immersed in God’s presence, while simultaneously 
straining toward infinitely deeper communion (Nyssa 1978). As a spiritual icon, Merton offered 
a model of persistent ecumenism that is both ancient and novel, rooted in excavating ancient 
Christian wisdom and contemplative techniques—a return to primitive desert Christianity—
while also exploring extraecclesial disciplines. Both traditionalist and transgressive, Merton’s 
spiritual miscegenation implicitly critiqued theological rigidity within the Church he had com-
mitted his life to—tempered by his Trappist bona fides as the most famous American Catholic 
of his generation who wasn’t named Kennedy.

17
MILLENNIUM WORLD

Thomas Merton, Buddhism, and Monastic 
Futurism

Jack Downey

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003043225-21


Jack Downey

202

Thomas Merton was a preordained cosmopolitan. Born in 1915, in a southern French 
mountain town to American and New Zealander expat artists, his childhood bounced around 
the United States, France, and England—with a brief sojourn in Bermuda. Both parents had 
died by the time he returned to the U.S. for good, to attend Columbia University. Raised 
without much in the way of formal religious education or affiliation, Merton’s early attraction 
to Roman Catholicism was largely aesthetic. During a visit to Rome in 1933, the majesty of 
church architecture imprinted deeply on a young Merton. In the Church of Santi Cosma e 
Damiano, he found himself unexpectedly raptured by a Byzantine mosaic of Christ’s Parousia:

The effect of this discovery was tremendous. After all the vapid, boring, semi-
pornographic statuary of the Empire, what a thing it was to come upon the genius of 
an art full of spiritual vitality and earnestness and power – an art that was tremendously 
serious and alive and eloquent and urgent in all that it had to say. And it was without 
pretentiousness, without fakery, and had nothing theatrical about it. Its solemnity was 
made all the more astounding by its simplicity – and by the obscurity of the places 
where it lay hid, and by its subservience to higher ends, architectural, liturgical and 
spiritual ends which I could not even begin to understand, but which I could not 
avoid guessing, since the nature of the mosaics themselves and their position and eve-
rything about them proclaimed it aloud.

(Merton 1998, pp. 119–120)

It was still another five years before Merton was rebaptized and received into the Roman Catholic 
Church at Corpus Christi in New York City’s Morningside Heights. Merton’s conversion expe-
rience was a fusion of excitement, hope, and disgust—a visceral sense of revulsion toward the 
previous “twenty-three black years of sin” that primed him for the liberation that entry into the 
sacramental world promised. Merton’s medieval philosophy professor, Fr. Dan Walsh, was the first 
to identify his mystical “Augustinian” proclivities and seeded the new convert’s curiosity about 
communal religious life, which led to a brief period of vocational discernment with the Franciscan 
friars, but eventually led him to the Trappists (Horan 2014, p. 60).

Soon after he met Walsh, Merton had another critical encounter with a visiting Bengali 
scholar named Mahanambrata Brahmachari, who was pursuing at doctorate at the University 
of Chicago. Merton—already evincing an affinity for Asian contemplative traditions—inquired 
about further study and was surprised by Brahmachari’s suggestion that he start close to home, 
with paradigmatic Christian texts like Augustine’s Confessions and Thomas à Kempis’s Imitation 
of Christ. So even as a novice Christian, Merton experienced a taste of the universalist potential 
of contemplative life. In doing so, Brahmachari modeled a spacious consciousness and generos-
ity that would be reflected in Merton’s later approach to interreligious dialogue. In The Seven 
Storey Mountain, Merton framed this period as a quintessentially Pauline “putting off the old 
man and putting on the new” time of existential meandering (Grayston 2015, p. 41). Merton 
would later savage himself for his youthful arrogance; but his sense that he was on the precipice 
of mystical breakthrough from a state of relative stagnation—that simultaneous sense of propul-
sion and revulsion—would endure as affective dimensions of Merton’s spiritual life.

The New Asian Cool

Jane Iwamura has described the period from 1950 to the mid-70s as a new cycle of Ameri-
can Great Awakening, as Asian traditions became more deeply assimilated into the ferment 
of U.S. culture. On the political front, this era was bookended by the 1952 Immigration and 
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Nationality Act (nicknamed the “McCarran-Walter”), which allowed a slow trickle of migra-
tion from previously banned Asian countries (albeit under severe McCarthy-era restrictions); 
and Richard Nixon’s visit to Beijing, punctuating a flurry of rapprochement between the U.S. 
and the People’s Republic of China. Smack in the middle of this block was the Vietnam War, 
which thrust Asia into American consciousness on an unprecedented level, albeit in traumatic 
and polarizing fashion. As Paul Bowman notes, Asia appealed to a generation of Americans 
precisely because it was forbidden territory: “[B]ecause what the counterculture . . . was coun-
ter to was the culture which went to war with the East, the counterculture therefore chose to 
adore the East” (Bowman 2010, p.  93). Increased proximity intensified American access to, 
and curiosity about, all things Asia. Asian religious traditions were still something of a curio by 
the time D.T. Suzuki arrived as faculty at Columbia University in 1952, but by the early 70s, 
Warner Brothers felt confident enough to run a kung fu western TV show, Kung Fu, about a 
nineteenth-century itinerant biracial Shaolin monk named Kwai Chang Caine, who walks the 
earth in the American West searching for his brother Danny:

The quarter century between Suzuki’s arrival and Kung Fu’s departure was a time 
of change and ferment in U.S. religious history and in U.S. culture in general. This 
period marked an increase in popular awareness of Asian religions in the United States, 
as Americans had their first widespread introduction to Buddhism, Hinduism, and 
Asian spiritualities. The role of mass media was central to this process. . .. [A]spects 
of Eastern spirituality seeped into weekly magazines, book reviews, and television 
programs. An American audience could follow along as the Beats sought enlighten-
ment “on the road,” and the Beatles pursued it in India. These pop culture moments 
broadened Americans’ attitudes about Asian religions and both reflected and shaped 
the mind-set of a generation.

(Iwamura, p. 4)

Although the spaghetti-western-Hong-Kong-fighting movie synthesis seemed a peculiar gam-
ble, Kung Fu was briefly successful, becoming the United States’ top-rated television show in 
the spring of 1973.1 (maybe all this detail is not necessary—you could put the last sentence in 
a footnote). Additionally, Bruce Lee had auditioned for the lead role in the Kung Fu but lost 
out to David Carradine because the studio was wary of his Hong Kong accent (Thomas 1994, 
p. 144). However, it was this episode that pushed Bruce Lee to shift his vision toward cinema, 
which led him on a wild run of back-to-back productions, including the breakthrough block-
buster Enter the Dragon, which premiered the week after his death.

In Bruce Lee’s final film, Game of Death, the protagonist (“Billy Lo”) ascends the levels of a 
pagoda to fight increasingly challenging opponents—human manifestations of martial arts styles 
(hapkido, kung fu, eskrima, etc.) culminating in the archnemesis “Mantis,” played by a 7’2” 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. Abdul-Jabbar wears no indicator insignias or uniform that would associate 
him with an established style. In fact, he wears very little at all—just a pair of white gym shorts 
and black sunglasses, contrasted against Lo’s similarly blank yellow-and-black spandex jumpsuit. 
Matching the illegibility of his sartorial minimalism, Mantis’s style is inscrutable, lacking adher-
ence to conventional poses and strikes. Although they are physical opposites, Mantis mirrors Billy 
Lo’s assimilation and transcendence of disciplines. Abdul-Jabbar would later recollect that Bruce 
Lee “was a teacher first of all. He taught philosophy and tried to spread knowledge and wisdom” 
(Bolelli, p. 156). Lee was explicitly anti-institutional and futuristic, as symbolically articulated 
by the itinerary in Game of Death, where the warrior moves beyond stylistic boundaries as they 
ascend to deeper levels of skill. Lee’s enduring celebrity played with prevailing forms of orientalist 
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modernism, which certified him as “authentic” through his rootedness in tradition, while he 
cultivated an optimistically future-oriented supra-traditional fusion.

Bruce Lee was raised in a mixed Buddhist and Roman Catholic family and attended two differ-
ent Catholic high schools in Hong Kong, before moving on to the University of Washington. Lee 
claimed to have majored in philosophy in college—although UW records indicate it was actually 
drama (Alumni of the Century 1999). But whatever formal training in philosophy that he had as a 
student, Lee continued his postcollegiate education as an autodidact. By the time of his death, Lee’s 
personal library contained thousands of volumes—mostly martial arts texts, but philosophy, reli-
gion, and literature as well (Miller 2000, p. 114). Among these was a collection of poems and medi-
tations penned by the fourth-century bce Chinese philosopher Zhuangzi and creatively rendered 
by none other than Thomas Merton (Merton 1965, p. xi).2 Zhuanghi was one of Lee’s favorite 
thinkers, and Lee habitually transcribed his writing in notepads, alongside quotes from Laozi, Plato, 
Watts, and Thomas Aquinas (Polly 2018, p. 202). Although their celebrity orbits were in many 
ways quite apart, Lee and Merton mirrored one another through a shared mystical futurism and 
commitment to bridging East/West dichotomies, excavating multiple traditions for the purpose of 
synthesizing and transcending form—and then transfiguring it for popular consumption.

A Pilgrim Monk

In the fall of 1968, Thomas Merton boarded a flight from San Francisco to Hawai’i, en route to 
Sri Lanka, India, and Thailand. Merton was giddy—“ecstatic” in his own words—with antici-
pation. He had spent years exploring Buddhism remotely, largely through books he collected 
but also through relationships he nurtured with some of the most iconic dharma apostles of his 
era: teachers like D.T. Suzuki and Thích Nhất Ha.nh. And yet he imagined his first visit to Asia 
as a form of spiritual return, after decades of never leaving the U.S. and rarely exploring beyond 
the monastery grounds of Gethsemani: “I am going home, to the home where I have never 
been in this body” (Merton 1975, p. 5).

The reason for Merton’s visit was ostensibly to participate in an interreligious dialogue confer-
ence in Bangkok in December 1968, but he managed to parlay that into a two-month tour, the 
bulk of which was spent in India. Merton made the most of this rare opportunity to travel and 
packed in as much as one could during this time frame—from the foothills of the Himalayas to as 
far south as Tamil Nadu. On the front end, Merton got a crash course in Tibetan Buddhism—his 
first real introduction to the dharma as a lived tradition, meeting with a hit parade of refugee 
lamas—largely curated by his handler Harold Talbott—who had escaped in the wake of Chi-
nese invasion and would become the face of the tradition in the diaspora: Khamtrul, Chokgyur 
Lingpa (Chokling), Chatral, Chögyam Trungpa, and Kalu Rinpoches, as well as the Fourteenth 
Dalai Lama—who had made a home for the exiled Tibetan community in the sleepy hill town 
Dharamsala, once a vacation spot for colonial-era British soldiers (Downey 2017, pp. 97–98).

By all accounts, Merton shared a moment of deep mutual recognition in his meeting with 
Trungpa, who was himself on the cusp of a dramatic transformation that would seed his future 
development of the Shambhala tradition and make him the most prominent brick-and-mortar 
Tibetan Buddhist teacher in the West (Simner-Brown 2007). Their serendipitous meeting in 
Kolkata inflamed Merton’s messianic imagination:

[W]e are people who have been waiting to meet for a long time. Chogyam Trungpa is 
a completely marvelous person. Young, natural, without front or artifice, deep, awake, 
wise. . .. He is also a genuine spiritual master.

(Merton 1975, p. 26)
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Years later, Trungpa’s recollected this encounter with his trademark combination of sentimen-
tality and glib irreverence but echoed Merton’s sense of the encounter’s auspicious gravity: “We 
drank many gin and tonics. I had the feeling that I was meeting an old friend, a genuine friend” 
(Trungpa 2003, p. 477). At the time, Trungpa was returning from his own pilgrimage—to Bhu-
tan, where had been on retreat at Paro Taktsang, a remote cliffside monastic community, that 
was once home to Padmasambhava, the semi-legendary eighth-century tantric master credited 
with introducing Vajrayana Buddhism to Tibet. During this retreat, Trungpa received a revela-
tion directly from Padmasambhava—a gongter (“mind treasure”)—which he would transcribe 
as the Sadhana of Mahamudra, one of the foundational texts of the Shambhala tradition that he 
would shepherd until his death in 1987.

One of Chögyam Trungpa’s trademark concepts was “spiritual materialism,” which he 
described as a disposition that regards spirituality as “part of our accumulation .  .  . a way of 
building ourselves up” and “making ourselves comfortable,” rather than a process of wisdom 
that surrenders the ego (Trungpa 2008, pp. 29–30). Merton’s entire adult career as a profes-
sional—and very public—contemplative had primed him to be receptive to Trungpa: both 
shared an irreverent suspicion of institutionalization, although both were also firmly bound to 
religious structures. Merton and Trungpa were liminal figures within their respective traditions. 
Decades of celebrity as a famous hermit had disposed him toward Trungpa’s scrupulous sense 
of the hazards of celebrity for one’s spiritual integrity. The hazards of spiritual materialism—
which certainly has precedent in Catholic contemplative literature like John of the Cross’s Dark 
Night of the Soul (Ch. 2; John of the Cross 1991, pp. 396–398)—is tethered to the trappings of 
“progress” and notoriety that one may acquire, on account of perceived or real contemplative 
realization. Although he could not help but be seduced somewhat by it, Merton was self-aware 
enough to see that it exercised some influence on the movements of his own desire and that 
he was not fully capable of resisting its allure. This undergirded his attraction to increasing his 
own level of solitude—first by establishing an “on-campus” hermitage on the grounds of Geth-
semani, along with his persistent daydreaming about an alternate, even more eremitic, vocation 
to orders like the Camaldolese or Carthusians. It also pulled him farther afield, undermining a 
different variation of spiritual materialism that closed off opportunities for growth on account 
of denominational fundamentalism.

Enchantment and Disappointment

Tomoko Masuzawa describes the orientalist’s Tibet as a “famous Nowhere that has existed for 
some time in the Western and Western-influenced imagination – and in the imagination only 
– the mythic entity that threatens to overpower and occlude the actual historical conditions of 
the Tibet problem” (Masuzawa 1999, p. 542). As Masuzawa notes, building on Donald Lopez’s 
contemporaneous interventions in critical Tibetan studies, the romantic rendering of Tibet as 
an object of desire to anthropologists and pilgrims alike created an ethereal spiritualized cari-
cature—both physically and psychologically remote from “the world”—rather than fully alive 
persons who experience the breadth of human reality (Lopez 1998b). Unlike his predecessors, 
Merton’s already-engaged political sensibilities and Catholic anti-communism pre-sensitized 
him to the causes and conditions of the Tibetan diaspora, which made Vajrayana Buddhism 
accessible to him and subsequent generations of Inji (Westerner) practitioners.

The paradoxical affective combination of desire and revulsion are characteristic of Edward 
Said’s vision of orientalism (Said 1979, p. 150), a “triumphant eclecticism” (Said 1977, p. 164) 
that housed Occidental stereotypes—sometimes romantic, sometimes antagonistic, but consist-
ently dehumanizing—doubled as Thomas Merton’s core dispositional features. Although he 
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revered the Christian mystical tradition and embodied a contemplative iteration of Vatican 
II-era ressourcement, his perpetual inquisitiveness—which made Merton such an outstanding 
treasure—was potentially hazardous to the Benedictine ideals of absorption in the Rule and the 
liturgy of the Hours. Merton was consistently drawn to the ascetic renunciate character of spir-
itual disciplines—its rejection of the world—even as he proposed aspirational visions of future 
enlightenment. But while the excitable and enthusiastic Merton may be more congenial, he 
does not exist without the neurotic, anxious, and disillusioned Merton. Sara Ahmed’s theoriz-
ing on unhappiness offers some insight into this element of Merton: in her words, unhappiness 
“remains the unthought” arena of critical thought, simply because it is an unpleasant activity, 
but also because of the presumption that it lacks its own being. Unlike Augustine’s anti-Mani-
chean treatment of evil as non-being, Ahmed amplifies the generative countercultural aspects of 
disappointment in objects we are socialized to experience as sources of happiness:

The experience of a gap between the promise of happiness and how you are affected 
by objects that promise happiness does not always lead to corrections that close this 
gap. Disappointment can also involve an anxious narrative of self-doubt (why am 
I not made happy by this, what is wrong with me?), or a narrative of self-doubt (why 
am I not made happy by this, what is wrong with me?), or a narrative of rage, where 
the object that is supposed to make us happy is attributed as the cause of disappoint-
ment. . .. We become strangers, or affect aliens, in such moments.

(Ahmed 2010, p. 42)

The cognitive dissonance that Merton saw between the aspirational and apparent qualities he 
saw within himself, his nation, and his religion propelled him to search for revolutionary ave-
nues of transformation. Treatments of Merton have often focused on the latter at the expense of 
the former, although this dialectical relationship was a critical feature of his futurism. Merton’s 
revulsion and disappointment were typically muted and controlled, particularly in the public 
eye—his response to the 1965 self-immolation of Catholic Worker activist Roger LaPorte in 
protest of U.S. imperialism in Vietnam being a notable exception (Ellsberg 2010, pp. 442–444). 
Merton’s antipathy toward conventional metrics of success and happiness—including his own 
celebrity—motivated him to search deeper and farther afield, both within and beyond the 
conventional Christian borders. In the end, the “cluster of promises” that Trappist life offered 
the young convert Merton did not—could not—endure his exacting scrupulosity (Berlant 2011, 
p. 23). But if this was in some sense an inevitable failure, it was also a profoundly creative one.

Buddhists Have a Religion

Although he was a trailblazer of midcentury Buddhist-Christian dialogue, Thomas Merton’s 
grasp of Buddhism was somewhat superficial by contemporary standards (Park 2019, p. xxvii). 
Outside of a few very meaningful and instructive correspondence relationships he had built, 
Merton didn’t really know any Buddhists. His whole understanding of the tradition had been 
almost exclusively textual, as had much of Buddhist studies up to that point—“bibliophilic,” as 
Donald Lopez puts it: “concerned above all with the collecting, editing, and translating of texts 
originating in an often ill-defined classical age, whose fluid borders exclude nothing but the 
present day” (Lopez 2004, p. 252). This was underscored by the real dearth of Western-language 
texts available at the time, putting stark limits on the capacity of the autodidact. The implicit 
declension narrative that informed orientalist fetishes about Buddhist antiquity was skewed 
in the particular permutation of orientalism that depicted Tibet as some kind of deep freeze 
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that preserved “authentic” Buddhism for twentieth-century countercultural Western pilgrims 
(Sedgwick 2002, p. 155). Merton earnestly—if naively—envisioned his sojourn in Asia as an 
adventure in uncovering the “real Asia” that had yet to be “corrupted by the West” (Merton 
1975, p. 134).

The Tibetans introduced Merton to Buddhism as a religion that included rituals, oral tra-
ditions, sectarianism, legalism, the banality of everyday sociality—and not just some kind of 
abstract perennial philosophy singularly fixated on the enlightenment of the individual from the 
ephemeral binds of illusion. Merton’s immersion in Asian monastic culture left him profoundly 
stirred. In a November 9 circular letter sent home to friends, Merton reflected on the apparent 
synergy between the piths of Buddhist and the Catholic monastic lifeways:

In summary: I can say that so far my contacts with Asian monks have been very fruit-
ful and rewarding. We seem to understand one another very well indeed. I have been 
dealing with Buddhists mostly, and I find the Tibetans above all are very alive and also 
generally well trained. They are wonderful people. Many of the monasteries, both 
Thai and Tibetan, seem to have a life of the same kind as was lived, for instance, at 
Cluny in the Middle Ages: scholarly, well trained, with much liturgy and ritual. But 
they are also specialists in meditation and contemplation. This is what appeals to me 
most. It is invaluable to have direct contact with people who have really put in a life-
time of hard work in training their minds and liberating themselves from passion and 
illusion. I do not say they are all saints, but certainly they are men of unusual quality 
and depth, very warm and wonderful people.

(Merton 1975, p. 324)

This marked an evolution in Merton’s thinking beyond the influence of D.T. Suzuki’s creative 
retrieval of Zen, who had been an outstanding Buddhist missionary to the American counter-
culture (McMahan 2008, p. 122). Unlike his West Coast counterpart Shunryu Suzuki, who 
was more of a brick-and-mortar community builder throughout the 1960s, D.T. Suzuki’s loose 
orbit of students was more of an intellectual salon than a “church” (Seager 2012, p. 120). His 
Buddhist modernism fused Zen with psychoanalysis, a potent mix that proved irresistible to a 
certain type of intellectual Beat:

He [DT Suzuki] presented Zen as the pure experience of an unmediated encounter 
with reality and a spontaneous living in harmony with that reality. Rather than begin 
an historical religious tradition, Zen was depicted as a universal mystical essence that 
resided at the core of all religious traditions and authentic creativity. Artists such as 
John Cage and literary figures from the Beat Generation embraced Suzuki’s experi-
ential, mystical, and aesthetic presentation of Zen. Alan Watts, Allen Ginsberg, Jack 
Kerouac, Philip Whalen, and Gary Snyder extended this Romantic lineage through 
their heavily selective portrayal of Buddhism that stressed its experiential and creative 
elements and discarded its ethical and communal contexts.

(Gleig 2019, p. 33)

D.T. Suzuki’s predilections toward Buddhism-as-philosophy synced with longer-standing ori-
entalist traditions of extracting “essential” credal formulations from the complexity and pre-
sumed banality of Asian traditions, but in doing so also rendered it somewhat unintelligible to 
the cultures they extracted these teachings from (Lopez 1998b, p. 29). The sequestered Merton 
was a recipient of the presentation of Buddhism as a form of perennial wisdom that would be 
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unwoven from historical situatedness and repurposed for his own spiritual needs. In his classic 
meditations on Zen, Zen and the Birds of Appetite, Merton writes: “But the chief characteristic 
of Zen is that it rejects all these systematic elaborations in order to get back, as far as possible, 
to the pure unarticulated and unexplained ground of direct experience” (Merton 1965, p. 36). 
The limitations of the era in terms of access to Buddhism were compounded by Merton’s 
eremitic vocation. And while Merton’s brief immersive experiences served as proof-of-concept 
that meditation techniques “worked,” his tour of Asia also introduced him to the Buddhism as 
a social environment.

Merton’s travel journal oscillates between chronicling profound experiences, fantasies about 
the future of Buddhism and Christianity, and very mundane practical itinerant tourist notes—
unable to get permission to enter Bhutan, puzzling over whether to visit Nepal or Sri Lanka 
with his remaining time, feeling embarrassed about his overweight luggage (Merton 1975, 
p. 150). By the beginning of December, Merton had arrived in Sri Lanka, following a brief 
stop in Chennai. In Kandy, he got into a lighthearted debate with the former bishop, Bernardo 
Regno, OSB, about whether Merton was, in fact, a “hippie”—Merton’s counterargument 
seemingly hinging on his preference for liquor over cannabis (Merton 1975, pp. 197–198). The 
clear highlight of this leg of the trip, however, was the visit to Gal Vihara, a twelfth-century 
temple in the old city of Polonnaruwa, which has a series of famous stone carvings from the life 
of the Buddha that transfixed Merton as he sank deep into the numen:

Polonnaruwa with its vast area under trees. Fences. Few people. No beggards, a dirt 
road. Lost. Then we find Gal Vihara and the other monastic complex stupas. Cells. 
Distant mountains, like Yucatan.

The path dips down to Gal Vihara: a wide, quiet, hollow, surrounded with trees. 
A low outcrop of rock, with a cave cut into it, and beside the cave a big seated Bud-
dha on the left, a reclining Buddha on the right, and Ananda, I guess, standing by the 
head of the reclining Buddha. In the cave, another seated Buddha. The vicar general, 
shying away from “paganism,” hangs back and sits under a tree reading the guidebook. 
I am able to approach the Buddhas barefoot and undisturbed, my feet in wet grass, wet 
sand. Then the silence of the extraordinary faces. The great smiles. Huge and yet sub-
tle. Filled with every possibility, questioning nothing, knowing everything, rejecting 
nothing, the peace not of emotional resignation but of Madhyamika, of sunyata, that 
has been seen through every question without trying to discredit anyone or anything – 
without refutation – without establishing some other argument. For the doctrinaire, the 
mint that needs well-established positions, such as peace, such silence, can be frighten-
ing. I was knocked over with a rush of relief and thankfulness at the obvious clarity of 
the figures, the clarity and fluidity of shape and line, the design of monumental bodies 
composed into the rock shape and landscape, figure, rock and tree.

(Merton 1975, pp. 209–210)

Jaechan Anselmo Park notes that Merton’s illumination at Polonnaruwa was—much like its 
precedents in Santi Cosma e Damiano and his more famous 1958 Louisville “Fourth and 
Walnut Epiphany,” a nondualistic communion with the mystical body of humanity (Merton 
1989, pp. 153–154)—a moment of awakening, “an extremely powerful kenotic transforma-
tion and the fulfillment of self-transcendence, which he had never experienced before” (Park 
2019, p. 46). The Polonnaruwa experience offers a stark contrast between antinomic affective 
responses to religious pluralism: the vicar general’s apparent visceral aversion to the statues, con-
trasted with Merton’s gravitational attraction. In some ways, it was a final testament to Merton’s 
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growing enchantment with the lived materiality of Buddhism, for as Paul Pearson has said so 
succinctly, “[a] week later Merton was dead” (Pearson 2007, p. 192). Returning to Thailand 
for the Asian Monastic Meeting near Bangkok, which gathered an international assemblage of 
Benedictines, Merton would give a keynote address titled “Marxism and Monastic Experience” 
on December 10, 1968. Shortly thereafter, he would be electrocuted to death, the victim of a 
defective and precariously positioned pedestal fan (Hart 1975, p. 258).

If the anonymous scandalized vicar general in Polonnaruwa could be read as an avatar for 
Catholic soteriological rigidity over against Merton’s theological promiscuity, Merton’s consid-
ered engagement with Marxist theory demonstrated the ever-expanding horizon of his curiosity. 
“Marxism and Monastic Experience” was a meditation on the implication of the Marxist mys-
tique for the future of monasticism. This open disposition was well beyond even that of the Vati-
can II era’s great ecumenist Henri de Lubac, SJ, who also took Marxism seriously as a spiritual  
discipline seeking global transfiguration, but was ultimately less receptive than Merton—eventually  
identifying it as an industrial-age manifestation of Joachim of Fiore’s apocalyptic heresy  
(De Lubac 2014, p. 824). Merton’s vision of concordance between monasticism and Marxism 
was rooted in a mutual sense of existential disappointment, of estrangement, from the world:

The monk is essentially someone who takes up a critical attitude toward the world and 
its structures, just as these [Marxist] students identify themselves essentially as people 
who have taken up a critical attitude toward the contemporary world and its struc-
tures. But the criticism is undoubtedly quite different. However, the student seemed 
to be alluding to the fact that if one is to call himself in some way or other a monk, 
he must have in some way or other reached some kind of critical conclusion about the 
validity of certain claims made by secular society and its structures with regard to the 
end of man’s existence. In other words, the monk is somebody who says, in one way 
or another, that the claims of the world are fraudulent.

(Merton 1975, p. 329)

Without conflating the two, Merton emphasized a shared sense of revulsion and a concomitant 
futuristic vision of an otherwise existence, radically apart from recognizable norms. So, while 
he admitted a kind of unbridgeable gulf between his understanding of Marxist materialism and 
cenobitic realized eschatology, Merton did find them fundamentally mutually intelligible. This 
led him to reflect on the totality of his relationship with Buddhism—both his acquired literary 
and the recent accumulation of direct experience. Toward the end of his talk, Merton high-
lighted a point of compatibility that could be instructive for Christian monastics engaging in 
dialogue work with Buddhist traditions—the emphases on interdependence and the shared mis-
sion of forming spiritual masters. If the goal of the contemplative life is, as he suggested, “that 
full and transcendent liberty which is beyond mere cultural differences and mere externals,” 
then the Christian monastics found themselves in league with both the Marxist and Buddhist in 
rejecting the visible world of injustice and delusion and becoming catalysts of transformation.

What Remains

Just a bit after 9:00 a.m. on September 24, 2015, Pope Francis took the dais in the House 
Chamber of the U.S. Capitol Building and addressed a joint session of Congress. Standing 
in front of then-Vice-President Joe Biden and a teary-eyed House Speaker John Boehner, 
Francis spoke for almost an hour about social responsibility and global leadership: immigra-
tion, the Golden Rule, and the ideals of American democracy. Francis’s talk highlighted four 
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exemplary Americans: Abraham Lincoln, Martin Luther King Jr., Dorothy Day, and Thomas 
Merton. They were depicted as icons of ideals: liberty, non-exclusion, social justice, and dia-
logue, respectively. Interestingly, only two were Roman Catholics, and both of them—Day and 
Merton—were “Catholic counterculture” converts (Fisher 1989). Although, in many respects, 
Dorothy Day and Thomas Merton lived in exceedingly different worlds—the former in New 
York City’s Lower East Side, the latter largely cloistered in rural Kentucky—they were in many 
ways, of a singular mind. Both were simultaneously drawn toward active and contemplative 
Benedictine vocations (although they chose differently), both Christian radicals and enthusiastic 
daydreamers who imagined of otherwise worlds. Merton and Day were also occasional penpals, 
commiserating over shared woes within the Vietnam War-era peace movement, and fantasiz-
ing about trading lives with one another when they occasionally felt stifled by their vocations.

Thomas Merton is a planet with its own gravitational force that continues to draw an enthu-
siastic following. There is an intellectual society bearing his name, a number of centers around 
the U.S. dedicated to his legacy, and the Monastic Interreligious Dialogue collaboration that 
continues his ecumenical mission. Pope Francis described Merton as

above all a man of prayer, a thinker who challenged the certitudes of his time and 
opened new horizons for souls and for the Church . . . also a man of dialogue, a pro-
moter of peace between peoples and religions.

(Francis 2015)

For the two decades of his spiritual celebrity, Merton was possessed of a certain—fraught, for 
sure—privileged gravity, as a recognized spokesperson on the future of Christian contemplative 
life, and an explorer who promised mystical reconciliation between religions. Merton was a 
central Catholic representative in the United States’ cultural movement toward Asia, which was 
punctuated by “Ping Pong Diplomacy” with China, Bruce Lee’s conquest of Hollywood, and 
the mainstreaming of enthusiasm for Asian religious practices.

A casual observer might be confused that a medieval-costumed monk living in Kentucky 
would be consumed by visions of a mystical future beyond denominational boundaries. At first 
blush, these seem like opposite paths, but as Eve Sedgwick write, “The 1960s heyday of . . . 
explorations . . . was one when a critique of school institutions became the vehicle of almost 
every form of utopian investment” (Sedgwick 2002, p. 172). Merton was not immune from 
this, and his enchantment with Buddhism helped him craft a futuristic vision of contempla-
tive reconciliation beyond denominational structure. The fact that he continues to be such an 
exceptional figure evinces some manner of failure. Merton’s intermonastic engagement with 
Buddhism continues to be compelling at least partially because its promise remains hidden, 
unrealized. Orientalism fed off Asia’s remote cloister from the Western gaze—rendered mys-
terious because opaque. Although simply visiting Asia could not render Buddhism completely  
intelligible, it did fire his enthusiasm to go deeper. But his perpetual motion toward ever-receding  
contemplative horizons envisioned Buddhism as a vehicle for realization, not its culmination—
and Thomas Merton’s vocation as both reclusive hermit and pilgrim were witnesses to a world 
beyond normative dualistic boundaries of success and failure.

Notes
1 Its first run lasted only three seasons but had a prolonged afterlife as intellectual property: revived 

in a pair of 80s feature films starring Brandon Lee as “Chung Wang”—the son Caine never knew 
he had. These introduced Brandon Lee to the world—an irony since his real-life father, Bruce Lee, 
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had famously failed to sell a series named The Warrior to Warner Brothers and Paramount that was 
incredibly similar to the original Kung Fu, to the extent that rumors circulated about Warner ripping 
him off.

2 Because Merton did not have Chinese language, his edition was composed by studiously comparing 
previous German, French, and English translations, which Merton then reworded in his own edition.
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One of the intellectually beautiful developments in Christian thought that occurred during the 
twentieth century consisted of a gradual slide of a more descriptive discipline of comparative 
religious studies into the domain of systematic and constructive Christian theology. It had not 
been apparent before how Christian self-understanding could appeal to sources that were not 
Christian, especially when theology remained a normative discipline. Many Christian bodies 
and theologians still resist the idea, and of those who engage in the constructive dialogue, not 
all do so on the same suppositions or in the same way. It may thus be useful to make the case in 
a principled and descriptive way. Comparative theologians make this case, of course (Clooney 
2001, 2010). Although an effort from a systematic theologian is less textually based than a com-
parativist’s work, it follows a similar logic.

The reflection that follows answers the question how it is possible to learn from other sources 
in making normative Christian statements. It addresses primarily—but not exclusively—skepti-
cal Christian theologians; Buddhists and representatives of other religious traditions may appre-
ciate these reflections by reverse analogy. The argument moves in three simple stages. The first 
step turns to three specific Buddhist ideas that taunt the Christian imagination. They seem 
antithetical to Christianity. If one can learn from them, that would prove the thesis. The second 
step proposes six helpful principles of theology that, when taken together, open up a rationale 
for learning from other faith traditions things that appear to bear transcendent truth and are 
thus relevant to a Christian imagination. The abstract notion of truth transcends all faith tradi-
tions. The principles thus open a possible method for learning from Buddhist sources. Finally, 
the third step illustrates the learning process by drawing insight from, rather than reproducing, 
the initial Buddhist ideas and integrating that insight into proposals for Christian understanding 
of itself and the world.

Challenging Buddhist Notions

Certain familiar Buddhist notions appear at odds with Christian self-understanding. Among 
others, these three stand out: the conditioned or interdependent origin of all things, the con-
ception of “not self “or “no-self,” and the idea of nirvān․a as the destiny of human existence 
and all sentient beings. These Buddhist teachings are not examined historically or with refer-
ence to specific branches of Buddhism, schools within them, or according to their systematic 
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explanation by particular Buddhist authors. It should be noted that as Christianity is represented 
by many different theologies, so too Buddhism has different schools of thought. The discussion 
does not enter intra-Buddhist debate or rely on technical terms but describes the meaning that, 
when presented publicly for a broad audience, seems to conflict with Christian self-understand-
ing. The presentation might be compared to the way a Christian theologian would explain 
creation or the Christian idea of incarnation in straightforward nontechnical terms.

The notions are chosen because they seem to contradict or at least oppose Christian teach-
ing on God as creator, the absolute value of the self, and either resurrection or eternal life. 
Contradiction, however, requires negation of a proposal bearing the same meaning in the same 
context, which is not the case here. On the principle that conflict signals that one has engaged 
reality, the oppositions will provide occasions for Christian self-reflection on a deeper level.

We begin with the doctrine of the conditioned genesis of reality. This doctrine has other 
names. It is sometimes called the teaching of dependent or interdependent or even more often 
codependent origination. Authors also translate the idea into interdependent arising or co-
arising or simply refer to the causal nexus between all things. The doctrine means that eve-
rything that exists arises from something else and has effects or ramifications that affect other 
things. The empirical perception or inference of causality attributed to all things means that 
reality itself forms a massive circle or entanglement of interrelated beings. Nothing exists by 
itself; everything is dependent on something else; all things are interrelated, so that reality itself 
appears to be a whole of interbeing. In this mix and flow of things, everything is relational, 
solipsism is impossible, the whole of reality exists in a constant state of interdependence. Things 
arise and cease to be; everything thus transpires in a vast field or nexus of coming and going.

One can feel a certain affinity of this doctrine to the scientific concepts of emergence and 
evolution where all things are interrelated (Coye 2018: 246–247). But that rough analogy con-
ceals the fact that the two sets of understanding were generated in vastly different matrices of 
thinking. For example, Buddhism is not linear and does not postulate a temporal beginning of 
the universe.

The Buddhist idea stands in contrast to Christian thought. It counters the common under-
standing of creation on two counts. It excludes a creator standing outside the finite system and 
bringing it into existence. This teaching leaves no place for a first cause, either in time or as 
a permanent agency holding the material world in existence. Although some Tibetan tradi-
tions do have a creation myth, the Buddhist vision does not imagine a creation that occurred 
“out of nothing.” It presents a holistic vision of interdependent being that is simply “given” 
in a massive swirling circle of internal causality where everything effects other things by their 
interaction.

Buddhism readily leans toward a naturalist understanding of the universe. It does not speak 
of a personal creator, especially not as an individual being; interdependent arising stands out by 
contrast at this point. Interbeing as a macro vision, as distinct from its implications for human 
existence, seems to be an impersonal process when it is applied to external reality, and this makes 
Buddhism more genial to a scientific naturalism.

Finally, where should one locate in Buddhism what Paul Tillich would call an ultimate that 
serves as a center of its many parts (Tillich 1951: 213–216), whether it functions subjectively 
as the focus of human commitment or metaphysically as a keystone in the arch of beliefs or 
the center of gravity of the whole? Some authors point to the notion or reality of Dharmakāya, 
literally the “truth body,” as functioning that way. Dharmakāya is not a body of knowledge, nor 
an entity, nor a physical force or energy. It does, however, permeate all reality as operational and 
effective truth; it bestows coherence and justice. Writers sometimes characterize Dharmakāya 
as the absolute, the inner truth of all reality. It transcends time and place but manifests itself in 
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the world as the basis for what really is. Not some “thing” that can be imaged or conceived, 
it is metaphysically real and actual in all things. John Makransky, for example, sees an analogy 
between Dharmakāya and what other religious traditions appeal to as a ground of being: “Bud-
dhist traditions speak of unconditioned suchness, Buddha nature, Dharmakāya as that which 
empowers us to realize our lives as finite expressions of an infinite reality of wisdom and com-
passion – fullest enlightenment” (Makransky 2012: 7).

The second teaching is that of “not a self ” or “no self.” This doctrine says that what common 
language refers to as the inner self who is the subject of perception and the generator of thought 
and ideas is fraught with illusion. No substantial and permanent self lies beneath the stream 
of content and processes it; there is no self that exists above the processes of perception and 
thought and manages them (Rahula 1974: 66). Or, turning the language around, that which 
does those things is not itself a substantial or autonomous self but simply an ability that does not 
transcend its operation as distinct from a conventional self that is not ultimately substantial. The 
teaching exceeds epistemology and refers to the constitution of being as restless motion, change, 
and impermanence that correlates with what Buddhism calls “suffering.”

The doctrine of “not self ” (what appears is not a self  ) or “no self ” (there is no self  ) can be 
intuited by looking at the steady stream of impressions that constitute one’s own consciousness. 
It can also be inferred by the constant processes that make up temporal worldly existence. The 
Dhammapada expresses this well.

“All created things are impermanent.”
Seeing this with insight,
One becomes disenchanted with suffering.
This is the path to purity.

“All created things are suffering.”
Seeing this with insight,
One becomes disenchanted with suffering.
This is the path to purity.

“All things are not-self.”
Seeing this with insight,
One becomes disenchanted with suffering.
This is the path to purity.

(Fronsdal 2006: #s 277–279)

This doctrine is too subtle to be reduced to plain speech. The teaching of “not a self ” can 
be understood in terms of the workings of human perception, interpretation, and the different 
ideas that define an individual self. Upon reflection or meditation, the perceived “self ” appears 
to be made up of no more than the internalizations of meanings drawn from society, culture, 
individual life experience, and other factors that constitute the conscious “self.” And they are 
always changing. The “self ” is the play-thing of the world and the feelings such worldly interac-
tion evokes.

Or the teaching may be understood in more explicitly metaphysical terms and imply that 
consciousness is an on-again/off-again process, and no substantial or essential ontological reality 
(“no self ”) corresponds to the appearance of self-consciousness. There is cogitans but no sum. 
Here the meaning begins to approach the negation of a spiritual “ghost in the machine” that 
some evolutionary psychologists decry (Pinker 2002: 42–45).
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The teaching of “not self ” or “no self ” correlates with the earlier idea of the dependent 
origination of reality. What seems like an autonomous substantial form of being is so depend-
ent on other beings that it enjoys no substantial being in itself. Thich Nhat Hanh relativizes the 
doctrine of “no self ” and reduces it to the conditioned flow of existence itself. He explains the 
origin of the doctrine as a skillful means to remove the grounding for the caste system and its 
social injustice. Caste has no internal principle as its basis. “If you look for the self of a flower, 
you will see that it is empty,” because it is constituted by a mass of elements, an ensemble always 
in motion that in time degenerate into nothing. He then adds that, as a skillful means, the doc-
trine of “no-self ” itself should not be clung to (Hanh 1995: 54).

At this point in particular, one can build a loose correlation of Buddhist teaching with sci-
entific thinking and cognitive sciences that investigate the mind as closely bound to brain and 
localized physiological processes involving chemical and biological interactions. For example, 
Robert Wright turns to the experiences beneath the doctrines of Buddhism and compares 
them with the findings of evolutionary empirical psychology and cognitive science. His insight-
ful interpretations of Buddhist language hover between epistemological metaphysics and critical 
psychology (Wright 2017).

The subtlety of the doctrine appears when Buddhists insist that it does not undermine the 
experienced self. The doctrine does not deny the obvious sense that each one has of himself 
or herself. Buddhism maintains that the power of salvation does not come from the outside 
but subsists in every sentient being and thus every person. As the Dhammapada says: “Oneself, 
indeed, is one’s own protector. // One does, indeed, [make] one’s own destiny. // Therefore, 
control yourself // As a merchant does a fine horse” (Fronsdal 2006: # 380). The doctrine 
proffers a strong therapeutic dimension in which persons are engaged in self-help, self-culture, 
in a quest for happiness that depends on a strong dose of volitional activity. The goal is not loss 
of agency but self-fulfillment in freedom from bondage. One must distinguish Buddhist “no 
self ” from lack of personal agency. The Madhyamaka school of thought sought to preserve the 
conscious operational self of everyday life.

Nevertheless, the doctrine of “not self ” or “no self ” conflicts on a metaphysical level with 
fundamental conceptions of Christianity in the domain of anthropology. The ontological value 
of the human person as a discrete being lies closely tied to the doctrine of creation and provides 
a central value for ethical reasoning. Each person has a unique relationship with God as the per-
sonal guardian of that value. The ideas of person, ego, and self all refer to the individual. They 
protect the value of each individual by placing him and her in a special relationship to God and 
the rest of society on the basis of their being images of God’s personhood. This in turn becomes 
a measure for social justice.

Third, we look at the teaching on the ultimate freedom of nirvān. a. The idea of nirvān. a 
loosely corresponds to the question of human destiny and is frequently correlated with the 
Christian idea of “heaven” as the fulfillment of human existence in life after death. But nothing 
is so simple. Christian misunderstandings of the possible meanings of heaven may be as prevalent 
as Christian misunderstanding of nirvān. a.

What is nirvān. a? Not a place. It does not refer to life after death because Buddhists report 
that Buddha left that question open. The Dhammapada speaks of a continuity of merit between 
this world and a new life in another world (Fronsdal 2006: #s 219–220). “Fearless, free of crav-
ing, and without blemish, // Having reached the goal // And destroyed the arrows of becom-
ing, // One is in one’s final body” (Fronsdal 2006: # 351). “One who lives the Dharma is happy 
// In this world and the next” (Fronsdal 2006: #16). Perhaps nirvān. a points to a state of being 
in a world-transcending, but not escaping, sphere of existence in the world that is free from the 
bonds of constraint. Nirvān. a would then be the state of being enlightened in this world. Nirvān. a  
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is the cessation of suffering, and thus resting in the absolute truth or the ultimate reality of 
Dharmakāya. The person who is enlightened or fully awake has found nirvān. a even while living 
in this world. This person is free from all thirst and desire and selfish urges; he or she is full of 
universal love and compassion. “His service to others is of the purest, for he has no thought of 
self. He gains nothing, accumulates nothing, not even anything spiritual, because he is free from 
the illusion of Self, and the ‘thirst’ for becoming” (Rahula 1974: 43).

Or nirvān. a may refer to a final escape to a new level of being beyond the space-time con-
tinuum. The way to nirvān. a passes through meditation and living according to the Eightfold 
Path by which one gradually breaks the bonds of craving that control existence and moves 
toward liberation. On a scale of life in this world, here and now, persons cultivating medita-
tion and mindfulness that allow them to break a clinging dependence on the stream of desires 
and feelings can attain nirvān. a. On a scale of ultimacy, of ultimate life and death, persons may 
transcend the cycle of rebirth within this world in an absolute nirvān. a. Rahula describes the 
indescribable nirvān. a thus:

Nirvana is beyond all terms of duality and relativity. It is therefore beyond our concep-
tions of good and evil, right and wrong, existence and non-existence. Even the word 
“happiness” which is used to describe Nirvana has an entirely different sense here.

(Rahula 1974: 43)

Nirvān. a thus appears as absolute freedom described by negation of all the attachments that bind 
the human and cause suffering. Perry Schmidt-Leukel makes the case that nirvān. a is not merely 
a condition of existence but a reality. It is not a “thing” but is ontologically real, and, as such, it 
makes an impact on the world. It is that for which the basic positive desire for fuller awakened 
being strives. It is more than a mental state (Schmidt-Leukel 2005: 156).

John Makransky describes the idea of nirvān. a in contrast to the suffering of everyday life 
in this world. It is an overcoming of the negation of human freedom, suffering. Suffering will 
not cease until its causes are removed, that is, craving and grasping. When they are overcome, 
there stands revealed “an infinite, open, unconditioned dimension utterly beyond the causes of 
suffering, nirvān. a. Direct, embodied knowledge of that is called Bodhi, which can be translated 
“transcendent knowing,” “enlightenment,” or “awakening.” The state or condition of enlighten-
ment is frequently pointed to “by negating what obstructs the vision of it. Nirvān. a is the cessa-
tion of causes of suffering; the unconditioned, the uncreated” (Makransky 2003: 339).

Can Christianity learn from these ideas that seem so distant from Christian belief ?

Principles for a Positive Constructive Interfaith Dialogue

Ordinary critical intra-faith probing into the self-understanding of Christians over the centuries 
has resulted in a number of principles that help open up the Christian imagination to appreciate 
the constructive role that interfaith dialogue may have in shaping Christian theology. The fol-
lowing six principles operate as suppositions of the construction in the third part to this chapter.

The first principle says that true revelation from God may be found outside the sphere of the 
Bible. Almost all Christians agree that the Bible constitutes the single most important norm for 
Christian theology. Gradually, the Bible came to be accepted as the exclusive source of theol-
ogy along with the history of its appropriation in the churches. In recent centuries, whether 
through Western cultural forces such as the Enlightenment, or the recognition of the historical 
and social character of human knowing, or more positively through interchange with other 
faith traditions, the idea of no saving contact with God outside of the churches has generally 
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eroded. For example, the Catholic Church’s “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to 
non-Christian Religions” says that the church “rejects nothing of what is true and holy in these 
religions” (Vatican II, Nostra aetate 1965: # 2). Needless to say, substantial Christian faith tradi-
tions resist this development.

Positive Christian convictions help rationalize what seems to many a complete contradic-
tion of a former conviction. The doctrine of creation professes the belief that God supplies the 
immediate power of being to all finite things at all times. Less a belief in an act at the beginning 
of the universe, it expresses rather the absolute dependence of all reality in a force that sustains 
reality and thus immanently permeates everything that exists. The one creator God is not other 
than the God of salvation whom Jesus of Nazareth proclaimed. It is thus entirely coherent to 
think in terms of a single divine power of God for salvation being present and operative within 
the being of every human and stimulating different public forms of religious consciousness in 
different historical settings. Another biblical teaching and ecclesial doctrine says that God wills 
the salvation of all people; this means one might read the signs of this divine desire in various 
religions. As knowledge and familiarity and interest in other religious traditions grow in Chris-
tian environments, these latent Christian convictions become relevant. Where Christian faith 
is coupled with formal education, as in the developed nations of the West, more Christians are 
positively open to other faith traditions reflecting genuine revelation from God than there are 
Churches that publicly profess it.

A second principle of Christian theology that helps open up the scope of Christian imagina-
tion may be found in a distinction between faith and belief. In this differentiation, “faith” refers 
to the holistic human response of being open to and encountering transcendent reality within 
one’s experience. One could describe this more fully, but the essential point lies in recognizing 
the active intentional character of faith as involving some kind of religious experience. The 
existential character of “faith” allows it to be distinguished from a verbal or conceptual expres-
sion of the content of faith in language or other expressive forms. “Beliefs” refer to expressions 
of the object or content that communicate or, from-outside-in, stimulate faith. In brief, faith 
and belief are as united and distinct as subject and object: though inseparable, they are not the 
same. Buddhist theologians share this same distinction in their own language. They think of 
the object of faith as transcendent mystery and the forms that express it, beliefs and teachings, 
as skillful means, that is, practical instruments to accomplish something, to communicate that 
which transcends the language (Gross 2000: 37–43).

This simple definitional explanation helps to manage several theoretical problems. It sheds 
light on how there can be continuity in a faith tradition while across its history beliefs get altered 
and sometimes come full cycle in contradiction. As a single person whose beliefs will shift across 
a lifetime even though he or she maintains a continuous faith response to central symbols, so too 
a church can change and remain the same. It allows for mutual acceptance within a faith tradi-
tion when the belief systems of distinct communities begin to diverge: they can share a common 
faith. A faith community that lacks a distinction between faith and beliefs is more vulnerable to 
division and fragmentation than one that recognizes the ground for pluralism, where faith unites 
in a way that accepts differences of beliefs.

A distinction like this lies deeply embedded in another strain of the tradition where mystery 
and the incomprehensibility of God are fully recognized and become the focus of attention. 
Faith recognizes that its object transcends any of the predicates of belief used to characterize it. 
The distinction actually penetrates to the depths of religious conviction and expresses a humil-
ity that should accompany all religious response: people do not really control nor can they fully 
comprehend the transcendent objects of faith. The distinction allows the Christian to say that 
the original revelation and its historical transmission via beliefs cannot exhaustively contain the 
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object revealed, and this plants the wonder whether other faith traditions might complement 
and perhaps even chasten one’s own.

A third principle from Christian theology concerns a rule for interpreting the relevance of 
the beliefs of the past to the present-day community. Doctrines formulated in the past incor-
porate the culture in which they emerged; but frequently, the changes across historical periods 
render old teachings dated, incoherent in a new context, and perhaps offensive. The previous 
distinction explains this and also provides a way of retrieving a normative value in the past 
teaching. The distinction between existential faith and belief allows one to look back on the 
Bible, for example, and examine the expressions of faith in order to interpret the existential 
experience that generated them. One is more likely to find there a common religious value that 
transcends conceptual formulation and correlates or corresponds with human response today. 
The prayerful writings of scripture like the Psalms offer ready examples here. For example, in 
Genesis the Bible says, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen 1: 1); 
but the contemplative meditation of the psalmist says that God “hast stretched out the heavens 
like a tent” (Ps 104: 2). Everyone can reconstruct the metaphor drawn from the skyward gaze. 
But the distinction operates most pointedly when it comes to archaic beliefs. Even on the level 
of common sense, one can cut through much of the figurative speech of ancient texts to find the 
universal humanistic meaning proposed in the language of a worldview not one’s own.

The fourth principle helps promote learning across different religious languages, where the 
term “language” refers to a cultural system of meaning. The principle finds its first application 
within a continuous faith tradition. How does a community bring forward relevant “existential” 
or “experiential” faith content while distinguishing it from past linguistic form? A spontaneous 
informal response to that question would note how this operates almost automatically. In simple 
situations, one can intuit the human response that has been put into language in the ancient 
story and, by a simple resonance with one’s own life, one discerns the meaning in the human 
reaction. One can feel the tension in Abram’s faithful obedience to God’s test that he sacrifice 
his son Isaac (Gn 22:1–19). One can appreciate the power of a forgiving God in the story of the 
Prodigal Son (Lk 15:11–32).

As a critical discipline, theology requires a more formal explanation of what is going on in 
the process of interpreting texts of the past. To describe the method in a formula, interpretation 
requires determining historically what the historical context and forms reveal an experience to 
be, and then transposing that experience in a proportionately equivalent form of the present 
time. For example, in the story of Jesus called “The Good Samaritan” (Lk 10: 25–37), as the 
personal care for a victim is an example of love of neighbor (enemy!) in an individual personal 
way, the clearing of the route from Jerusalem to Jericho from banditry would be an example of 
love of neighbor in a socially dangerous context. One does not transpose the action into a differ-
ent context. Nor does one pretend that the two actions are the same. But they are proportion-
ate relationships of different actions to different contexts. And the two actions or concepts are 
not simply analogous; they are functionally analogous. In their roles within different contexts, 
they have formal and functional sameness and difference. In short, how can we find similarities 
in utterly different frameworks and stories? Perry Schmidt-Leukel uses the idea of “functional 
equivalency.” The connotations of different concepts within their respective systems and their 
historical genealogies are simply too different to be directly comparable. “But despite those 
undeniable differences they can be seen as ‘functional equivalents.’ ” For example, Dharmakāya 
and God are not the same, “but they refer and mediate in different ways what may be considered 
the same reality that transcends them both” (Schmidt-Leukel 2005: 170).

A fifth principle may be called learning from differences. One of the problems of knowl-
edge lies in bias; we tend to measure an encountered opinion or one from the past by our 
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own views: an entirely spontaneous response. Thus, when we run into a situation or phe-
nomenon that refuses to yield to our accustomed formulas, we know that we have engaged 
reality precisely because of its resistance. Edward Schillebeeckx writes that we learn something 
when what we experience will not conform to our bias. When what we encounter does not 
fit, when it remains refractory to all our explanations, we know we are engaging something 
beyond our subjectivity. In each case, the negative encounter sends critical signals in both 
directions: from us to the other and from the other to us (Schillebeeckx 1980: 35). This sup-
plies one of the reasons why historical theology can be so instructive: the past presents other 
ways of formulating this object of faith. Or, rote repetition of past formulas may stumble over 
present knowledge. Dialogue with another tradition offers more dramatic possibilities of new 
true understanding.

A sixth and final principle says that, just as history consists of constant motion, as is eve-
rything in an evolutionary world, so too a living institution must constantly experiment with 
new systematic language to keep pace with an evolving culture and society. This seemingly 
obvious and innocent formula, however, runs into a tradition of protectionism in Christianity. 
An extreme form of this appears as doctrinal rigidity. To guard against either error or history 
itself, Christian theology almost from the beginning sought to codify its revelation and preserve 
it from diffusion into the many cultural forms to which it adjusted. Frequently, doctrine itself 
functioned like divine law and was used to anchor faith on the open sea of history. This is not a 
wholly negative reaction, but it complicates the equally necessary function of doctrine: to be a 
message that communicates faith in a comprehensible language. This defines a delicate balance; 
interfaith dialogue requires attention and care, which tend to come naturally; broader commu-
nication of the lessons of dialogue usually lags behind.

These six principles have been described abstractly on a formal level. Universal agreement 
on them may not add up to consensus on any particular issue, but they are helpful in the discus-
sion of how a constructive systematic theology might learn from the three challenging Buddhist 
notions mentioned earlier.

Christian Understanding After Dialogue With Buddhism

Can Christian theology appropriate insight from reading Buddhist authors? How can dialogue 
go beyond mutual understanding to learning and appropriating insight from another faith tra-
dition into one’s own self-understanding? This process must respect difference; it should not 
involve absorbing or synthesizing or homologizing concepts from another tradition that by 
definition cannot fit. The process guiding this experiment, however, does involve an attempt at 
appreciating the experience behind the doctrines of the other tradition. Then, after finding a 
parallel or analogous sphere of experience within the Christian tradition, it allows the Buddhist 
categories to stimulate Christian imagination to incorporate those experiences into a properly 
Christian theological analysis. The three areas of analysis that follow appropriate aspects of the 
three Buddhist teachings outlined in the first section of this chapter and then apply aspects of 
them to the doctrines of God, the human person, and the doctrines of resurrection and eternal 
life. The analyses work based on the principles listed in the previous section.

We turn first to a contrast between naturalism and anthropomorphism. Naturalism locates 
God within the mechanisms of nature in contrast to outside them and appearing by means of an 
intervention. An opposition with anthropomorphic language describes the outcome of reflect-
ing on the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination or arising and the lack of a doctrine of 
God. It begins with a projection of the Buddhist experience that lies behind the experience of 
the interdependence of all being. This interpretation rests on the supposition that the only way 
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one can understand another is by implicitly comparing what is said to one’s own experience. 
Understanding is precisely such a recognition. David Tracy writes:

We understand one another, if at all, only through analogy. Who you are I know only 
by knowing what event, what focal meaning, you actually live by. And that I know 
only if I too have sensed some analogous guide in my own life.

(Tracy 1981: 454–455)

After finding some experience within the self that appears analogous to what the other affirms, 
one investigates its relevance to a fuller account of one’s own self-understanding.

Within that framework, one can point to a common human experience of the ravaging 
character of time. People sometimes imagine time as a framework of being rather than a quality, 
or they personify it as the agent of birth, growth, diminishment, and death. But its final work 
always amounts to disintegration and annihilation. One thing after another, always accompanied 
by impermanence, change, and death. The descriptions of reality that lie beneath the doctrines 
of dependent origination, lack of self, and continual process of change and extinction are so 
realistic that they cannot be factored out of any understanding of reality.

A Christian appropriation of the constant change and instability of reality might begin by 
recognizing its threatening and negative character. A first reaction to the radical impermanence 
of everything has to register as a negation of permanent value and stable being. But that very 
negativity also opens up an inner desire for solidity and unconditional being. The intrinsic clash 
or tension between diminishment and death on the one side and desire for life on the other that 
constitutes human existence provides an opening for hope and faith in the existence of God. 
Buddhism helps a Christian to rethink a conception of God by firmly rooting it within the 
constant human reaction against frustration caused by impermanence and change. God appears 
within human experience as a positive dimension in the experience of endless suffering that 
allows it to be perceived as negative and thus something to be resisted.

Buddhism also helps Christians become aware of “where” God is found, namely, both inside 
human experience and inside the constant interplay of causes at every level of being within 
the physical world. God cannot be considered as a physical being any more than Dharmakāya is 
physical; but God is real and present as a transcendent dimension of being within the continual 
flux of beings. God cannot be located “up there” or “out there” but has to be read as an intrinsic 
dimension of the natural world.

Much more could be said about this Christian naturalism by developing further the non-
duality of God and world that flows from the doctrine of God’s creating. The metaphysics of 
creation out of nothing depicts God as immanent and sustaining transcendent power. Creation 
theology also helps understand how Jesus functions as God’s work in a manner analogous to 
the way Buddha embodies dharma, and how God’s being personal facilitates a compassionate 
Christian naturalism. But without going there, the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origina-
tion helps Christian theologians to avoid anthropomorphism in their affirmation that God is 
personal and to remind them that God is an essential inner dimension of natural, changing, and 
impermanent physical reality.

Second, is there a Christian experience of “no self ?” The doctrine of “not a self ” or “no 
self ” grows out of experience that is aligned with the interactive flow of all things. Everything 
depends on something else. How much of human life consists of circumstances beyond anyone’s 
control? How many things overwhelm one’s ability to take charge? Ultimately, one comes to 
see, human beings do not have ultimate control of their own being. They are ultimately and 
absolutely dependent in being.
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These same words can be used by Buddhists and Christians, but they mean different things 
doctrinally. The Buddhist construes the individual as being like a wave on the ocean of dynamic 
movement; the Christian’s selfhood is on permanent loan from the sustaining power of God. 
The Buddhist doctrine seems to deflate the immediate experience that “I am somebody.” There 
is no substantial self. The constant movement of life and death of the universe and the world also 
flow through personal experience to show that the self is neither stable nor substantial. Death 
proves it; what was ceases to be and becomes something else. By contrast, the Christian doc-
trine presumes the self as person, urges the self toward self-control, with language that suggests 
overcoming the world, even in the face of death.

The doctrine of creation provides a way in which Christian self-understanding and spiritu-
ality can incorporate into itself a stronger dose of the realistic experience that lies behind the 
doctrine “not a self ” or “no self.” One can think of the doctrine of creation itself as having its 
foundations in the experience of “no self,” of being absolutely dependent in one’s actual exist-
ence on a power whose source transcends the self but which holds the self in existence. This 
doctrine actually denies that the self is substantial in itself; the constant cause of its existence 
works in the self but transcends the self. A holistic and examined experience of self is tensive; 
the self exists because of its being sustained by forces upon which it is dependent; it exists as long 
as those forces sustain it. In short, the experience of self is dialectical. The self bears an identity 
by the power of a transcendence that holds it in existence over the abyss of non-being. This 
makes non-being an intrinsic element of finite being and a reflective self becomes aware of it 
(Tillich 1952: 34–35). The more a person unites the self to its transcendent power of being, the 
more solidly and securely it maintains its selfhood. This intrinsic paradox cannot be resolved; it 
dissolves in mystery.

This Buddhist accent on a given Christian doctrine may seem a minor correction, but it 
makes the doctrine of selfhood more realistic and credible. It reenvisions the idea of selfhood 
as dependence on God and thus renders it precisely not absolute in itself but a conditioned 
dependence on God and the world.

Third, what would a panentheistic conception of resurrection and eternal life look like? 
Panentheism means that not just the self but all reality exists within the power of God creating 
from nothing. Buddhist thinking nudges Christian conceptions of God away from anthropo-
morphism and toward an appreciation of the internal constitutive presence of God within the 
finite world. Buddhist thinking helps a more adequate Christian understanding of the radically 
dependent existence of the self on God. How can Buddhist conceptions of enlightenment and 
nirvān․a influence the Christian eschatological ideas of resurrection and eternal life?

At certain structural levels, one can find functional analogies between Buddhist enlighten-
ment and Christian salvation. They represent human fulfillment; liberation and salvation can be 
achieved both in this life and in a sphere that transcends the constant suffering that is intrinsic to 
the attachments of everyday existence. Both are forms of a fulfillment of human existence and 
expressions of a human need for order and cosmic justice, or what John Haught consistently 
calls “rightness” in an effort to get at the primal character of this need (Haught 2017: passim). 
The teachings of Mahayana Buddhism on nirvān․a, as distinct from Theravada, understand the 
enlightenment of the Buddha as the fulfillment of human existence itself; enlightenment entails 
entering into the condition of nirvān․a while in this world. Nirvān․a points to the condition of 
being free from the bonds of earthly attachments. This primary experience of ultimate libera-
tion can also be projected beyond time as says The Dhammapada:

Through many births
I have wandered on and on,
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Searching for, but never finding,
The builder of [this] house.
To be born again and again is suffering.

(Fronsdal 2006: # 153)

Nirvān․a is the condition of having found it, of having overcome suffering altogether.
In Christianity, salvation unfolds in a two-part story. Salvation can be realized in this life 

by union with God and in a final way in an afterlife with or in the sphere of God. In this 
world, it never reaches complete detachment and freedom from suffering, even in the case 
of Jesus. Salvation finds its fullest explicit final form after death in resurrection and eternal 
life with God.

Buddhist experience and language occasion certain emphases and adjustments in Christian 
language and understanding of the final destiny of human existence at several points. Bud-
dhism discourages an anthropomorphic understanding of a substantial soul released and going 
to heaven. It suggests a more naturalistic presence of God to a single whole natural sphere of 
reality already encompassed by God. Buddhist stress on the non-substantial character of the self 
moves a Christian imagination toward a more intimate nondual union of the human person, 
and all reality, with the immanent reality of God. The more deeply the inner presence of God 
is experienced in this life, the more easily will a Christian be able to imagine that the char-
acter of the self ’s union with God cannot be broken by death. The identity of the self and its 
dependence on God do not compete; they enhance each other. The credibility of resurrection 
and eternal life is intrinsically conditioned by the intensity of the desire for enlightenment that 
involves not only transcending individual suffering and entrapment but also the earthly condi-
tion of injustice and evil.

While the Buddhist imagination encourages a naturalistic understanding of the immanence 
of God, the personalist notion of God of the Christian imagination enables metaphors for 
depicting an absolutely transcendent fulfillment of earthly desire within the memory of God. 
The memory of God, however, belongs to Creator God. As such, it both preserves the identity 
of the persons of the past and continues to create them. But the inner demand for salvation and 
liberation is not merely individual, it is also social and thus corrective to the Christian notion 
of salvation that tends to be individualistic. The creative memory of God must therefore be 
imagined as also reconstituting the whole of being in justice, wholeness, and rightness, totum 
simul, in eternity.

– – – – 0 – – – –

This chapter is a short answer to a tall question: How can Christians learn about their Chris-
tianity from Buddhists? Paul F. Knitter answers this question deeply and at length in Without 
Buddha I Could Not Be a Christian (Knitter 2011). Christians can talk with Buddhists and in 
these conversations appreciate other human experiences, learn the meaning of the terms associ-
ated with them, find functional analogies in their own experience, and allow these insights to 
expand the meaning of their Christian language. Christians can find a new depth to the mystery 
of God by appreciating the experience behind Buddhist interpretation of reality without God. 
They can find a new appreciation of the strange personal autonomy that comes from a relation 
of absolute dependence on God. And they can hope for eternal life in a complete detachment 
from self by clinging to God. This expansion takes place all over the world in nontheological, 
that is, nontechnical, language of spiritual exchange between Buddhists and Christians. This 
chapter simply shows how the technical language of theology is not far behind.
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Different, Yet Not Entirely Dissimilar

At first glance, Shinran Shonin and Martin Luther would seem to have little in common—not 
least because the former is a twelfth-century Japanese Buddhist and the latter is a sixteenth-
century German Christian. However, when digging a little deeper, some points of similarity 
quickly emerge. Both are former monks who rejected the primary forms of religious practice 
that they learned there—and for the same reason; they did not find that life able to fulfill what it 
promised. Both Shinran and Luther were deeply cognizant of the depth of human wickedness, 
ignorance, and depravity. Thus, both also broke from traditions that emphasized human ability 
and demanded a great deal of human effort to attain spiritual goals. Consequently, both Shinran 
and Luther, in their own ways, described a means of spiritual rescue that was not dependent on 
human aptitude and human capacities, but rather rested solely on “other power,” or tariki, to 
use Shinran’s term.

These theological/philosophical parallels did not go unnoticed by Christian theologians 
throughout the centuries, and surely the most prominent Christian to have commented on 
Shin Buddhism is Karl Barth, the preeminent theologian of the twentieth century. His brief 
excursus on Shin Buddhism can be found in vol. 1 of his Church Dogmatics, in the context of 
his discussion of the revelation of God, in the chapter on “True Religion.” In that context, he 
writes the following:

as far as I can see, the most adequate and comprehensive and illuminating heathen 
parallel to Christianity [is] . . . the two related Buddhist developments in 12th and 13th 
century Japan . . . the Yodo-Shin . . . and the Yodo-Shin-Shu.1

What is particularly interesting in Barth’s descriptions is how he uncritically applies specific 
Christian concepts and categories to highlight the parallels he sees. For example, he calls Amida 
Buddha “god,” and more specifically, “the Creator and Lord of Paradise.”2 He also uses Christian 
soteriological language and categories, such as “believing in Him,” and a version of the happy 
exchange to describe what he sees as salvation in Shin Buddhism.3
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These descriptions are particularly problematic in that they distort a presentation of Shin 
Buddhism on its own terms, making it more challenging for Christians to appreciate and con-
sider on its own merits. Dennis Hirota is particularly cognizant of this danger; he notes that

similarities with Christian teachings have often led to fundamental difficulties in express-
ing and understanding Shin thought in the context of dialogue with other religions. 
Because Shin Buddhist statements about reality and human engagement with it have 
seemed so similar in certain respects to some Christian doctrines, it has been assumed 
that the conceptions of truth are the same, and therefore such problems as the nature of 
religious engagement or the ontological status of a supreme being are the same.4

All this is to say that while fruitful comparisons certainly can be made between the two reli-
gious founders, one must always keep in mind that the comparisons are inexact, as the different 
religious traditions in which these insights were developed and promulgated are dissimilar in 
many important ways, including divergence in their basic ontological and anthropological claims. 
At the same time, keeping this important caveat in mind, it remains true that there are interesting 
analogies to be made that suggest some possible avenues of future reflection and fresh insights.

In that vein, this chapter proceeds as follows. I begin by making the argument that important 
comparisons can be made between Shinran and Luther when it comes to their understanding 
of death and what follows, based on two foundational convictions that they both share. After 
discussing those briefly, I describe several areas where we can see some similarities and distinc-
tions between Shinran’s and Luther’s reflections on death and what follows.

Two Shared Foundational Convictions

The first shared foundational conviction between Shinran and Luther is found in their descrip-
tions of the human condition. The sorry state of human existence provides the whole rationale 
for Shinran’s thought and was the backdrop against which he constructed his views on religious 
practice and rebirth. Shinran was absolutely convinced about the dark time in which he lived 
and the severely compromised capacities of sentient beings in this time; thus, the concept of 
mappō played an important role in the development of Shinran’s thinking.5 Mappō had been a 
part of Buddhist thought long before Shinran, but Shinran embraced the reality of it whole-
heartedly and was convinced that, given this reality, there were no other options for humans 
than single-minded devotion to the nembutsu.

What this meant was that for Shinran, as was also true for Hōnen, the traditional forms of 
Buddhist practice simply were too difficult for all but the spiritually elite, and without other 
options, the possibility of rebirth was extremely slim. Thus, one of the great attractions of the 
nembutsu practice for both was its ease, and the surety of its success. This led Shinran to empha-
size the universality of its efficaciousness: “This, then, is the true teaching easy to practice for 
small, foolish beings; it is the straight way easy to traverse for the dull and ignorant.”6

Shinran described the situation in a variety of ways at multiple points in his writings. So, he 
often emphasized that things were so bad in the current age that the Buddha’s teachings were no 
longer even accessible; they were so out of the reach of human capabilities that it was as if they 
had vanished from the earth altogether. Indeed, the teachings are now so extremely difficult to 
follow, it is now no longer possible to consider them a path to awakening:

Although we have the teachings of Śakyamuni,
There are no sentient beings who can practice them;
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Hence, it is taught that in the last dharma-age,
Not a single person will attain enlightenment through them.7

Luther was equally insistent that humans were entirely incapable of turning to God, accept-
ing God, or cooperating with God even in the slightest bit in their own salvation. In his 
anthropology, Luther embraced the doctrine of original sin and emphasized it at every turn. 
So, following Augustine, Luther accentuated the role of concupiscence; not only the fact that 
humans were born with it and are unable to escape it, but that it is the continual tendency of 
our human nature. For Luther, sin points to a human nature that is curved in on itself—unable 
to know God; indeed, even despising God, fleeing God, and despairing of God’s grace.8

For Luther, this meant that in relationship to God, humans do not have free will, and in 
Augustine’s words are unable not to sin: non posse non peccare. Therefore, Luther taught that 
humanity is entirely passive when it comes to our own salvation: humans are not even able 
to turn to God in humility and faith and cry out for grace! This is a decisive rejection of the 
Catholic idea that if a person “did what is in her” (facere quod in se est), God would reward even 
that little step in God’s direction with grace.

The second shared conviction follows directly from the first and relates to their emphasis 
on the absolute necessity of “rescue from without.” For both Shinran and Luther, there can be 
absolutely no reliance on one’s own actions for rescue; any possibility of a positive “birth” after 
death can only come from outside oneself.

For Luther, this reality is encapsulated by his favorite epitaph, if you will, for Jesus Christ, 
and that is “Lord.” Luther says that “Lord” means Redeemer9 and emphasizes that salvation is 
the work of Christ alone: we can do nothing, we are utterly at God’s mercy, and we owe Christ 
everything. Luther was Christocentric to his core, and he was always concerned to preserve 
Christ’s sole sovereignty as Savior. Luther was convinced that if any possible cooperation from 
humankind was inserted, this had the result of compromising Christ in some way, “obscuring 
his glory”—and this was intolerable to Luther.

Luther’s focus always was Jesus Christ and the absolute necessity of full and total reliance on 
what he has done for humanity and the corresponding realization that one is a complete and 
utter sinner, entirely helpless and lost without Christ’s saving action. This is what separates the 
Christian from all others in Luther’s sphere of knowledge, which did not make him a pioneer 
in interreligious dialogue, nor a favorite of the pope. Luther writes,

Then they [Christians] can freely judge that the Turk with his Koran is damned, 
because he does not follow the right way; that is, he does not acknowledge that he is 
a miserable and damned sinner, and he does not take hold of Christ by faith. . . . With 
similar confidence they can pronounce sentence against the pope.10

Turning to Shinran, we see a similar dynamic at play. It is abundantly clear that the kind of 
“help” that humans require from Amida Buddha is far more than just a little boost, or a slight 
enhancement of one’s own abilities. The situation is far, far more dire than that. For Shinran, 
awakening simply lies beyond any possible capacity of human attainment. It is not that awakening 
takes a long time to achieve—even lifetimes—it is instead that awakening is no longer achiev-
able for humans at all, regardless of how long or how strenuous or how dedicated one’s practice.

What was so radical about Shinran’s teaching is that he no longer saw enlightenment as a goal 
to attain, but only available as a gift to receive—something made possible for humanity only 
by the generosity, grace, and vast compassion of Amida Buddha. Amida did not reward human 
practice with rebirth in the Pure Land, he bestowed this rebirth without price; for this unmerited 
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gift, the nembutsu was offered in grateful response. So, again, just to make this point absolutely 
clear, Amida grants unworthy humans birth in Sukhāvatī, where awakening is assured, without 
any prior action or merit on humanity’s side. This fortuitous birth is a gift, not a reward.

There is one further point to note related to Shinran’s teachings on the human being as they 
relate to rebirth that should be mentioned here but will not be explored in detail. There is a 
long-standing teaching in Buddhism, dating back to its origins in India, that a male body is 
required for rebirth; that is, in the long series of rebirths that one experiences on the Buddhist 
path, before one attains awakening one must be reborn in a male body. What that means is that 
women qua women cannot attain awakening in a female body. Given Shinran’s radical egalitar-
ian soteriological teachings, one might have expected him to explicitly refute this doctrine; he 
did not. Thus, one is left to wonder exactly what his views on the matter were, and aspects of 
this ambiguity have continued down through the tradition.11 By contrast, while Luther’s own 
views on women also were somewhat mixed, he never suggested that women’s salvation in 
Christ was less sure—or any different—from that of men.

From this common anthropological foundation come several interesting points of comparison 
in Luther’s and Shinran’s teachings around their understanding of death and the blissful state that 
follows it. The first is the experience of bliss that one can have now; the second is their teach-
ings around the experience of death; and the third is the description of what awaits after death.

Doctrinal Points of Comparison: the Experience of Bliss Now

The first point of comparison comes in their conviction that the future promise of paradise (or 
we might also say “salvation”—the state of being “saved”) granted to believers by Jesus Christ 
and Amida Buddha affects one’s understanding of the present and one’s experience of death. 
Specifically, both Shinran and Luther shared a similar belief that the favorable destination that 
awaits us after death also is available to us now; that is, there is a proleptic taste of the future in 
the present, which leads to the belief that death is not to be feared.

I start with Shinran. Shinran believed that birth in the Pure Land could be experienced in 
the present life, through the practice of true entrusting—putting one’s faith entirely in the com-
passion of Amida. Jacqueline Stone describes his view this way:

Shinran understood the certainty of salvation as occurring, not at the moment of 
death, when one would achieve birth in the Pure Land, but at the moment when, 
casting off all egoistic reliance on one’s own virtues and entrusting oneself wholly to 
Amida, one is seized by the Buddha’s compassion, never to be let go, and faith arises 
in one’s heart.12

She says further, “In that moment of entrustment, Shinran taught, one directly achieves birth 
in the Pure Land (sokutoku ōjō).”13

This belief, of course, does not exclude final rebirth in the Pure Land as a post-death soterio-
logical realization; however, the emphasis is not on a future destination but on the experience 
of Amida in the present moment. Mariko Namba Walter says it this way:

soteriologically speaking, in Shinran’s teaching there would seem to be no gap between 
the present moment, when absolute conviction in salvation through Amida’s power 
arises, and birth in the Pure Land after death. In this sense, salvation is immediate and 
direct, without the conventional notion that salvation must await birth in the Pure 
Land after death.14
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Luther also emphasized that, for the baptized, their salvation in Christ has been secured; the 
point for Luther is that they are saved, not that they will be saved after death. This is why Luther 
always stressed how important it was to cling to one’s baptism, saying that Christians have “no 
greater jewel”15 than baptism; and that it not only promises but also brings now “victory over 
death and the devil, forgiveness of sin, God’s grace, the entire Christ, and the Holy Spirit with 
his gifts.”16 In baptism, Christians are reconciled to God, united with Christ, and given new life. 
What is salvation in a Christian framework other than this?

Consequently, Luther was convinced that death no longer should be feared; in fact, in 
Christ, death itself had died. He writes,

Therefore if sin makes you anxious, and if death terrifies you, just think that this is an 
empty specter and an illusion of the devil – which is what it surely is. For in fact there 
is no sin any longer, no curse, no death, and no devil, because Christ has conquered 
and abolished all these.17

Again, he writes, “For in Christ death is not bitter, as it is for the ungodly, but it is a change of 
this wretched and unhappy life into a life that is quiet and blessed.”18

Doctrinal Points of Comparison: the Experience of Death Itself

When it comes to the experience of death, Shinran deviated from one key Buddhist traditional 
belief that was widely practiced in the medieval period and beyond: what were known as death-
bed practices. These practices were very important in medieval Japan, particularly in the earlier 
iterations of Pure Land traditions.19 Sarah Johanna Horton observes,

The popularity of the notion of Pure Land birth came about at least in part because of 
an increased focus on the welcoming or raigō scene, in which Amida and his attendants 
. . . joyfully come to greet the dying person and escort her or him to the Pure Land.20

The locus of this belief comes in the nineteenth vow, in which Amida promises to appear before 
those who aspire to be born in the Pure Land, surrounded by a great assembly, at the moment 
of their death.21

Prior to Shinran, Hōnen discouraged these deathbed practices, primarily because he felt they 
diminished exclusive reliance on Amida and on the power of the recitation of the nembutsu.22 
Shinran, however, went even further in his critique. He wrote, “When faith is established, one’s 
attainment of the Pure Land is also established; there is no need for deathbeds rituals to prepare 
one for Amida’s coming.”23 Thus, traditional Shin funerals do not include rituals that guide the 
deceased to the Pure Land, and they deemphasize most of the traditional offerings for the dead.

Stone rightly observes that Shinran’s belief that one could experience Amida’s presence right 
now, not just in death, “led Shinran to the radical step of rejecting death-bed practices alto-
gether.”24 For Shinran, it was a sign that one was still relying on one’s own powers for rebirth 
if one believed that Amida would be experienced only in the moment of death; waiting for 
this experience later, rather than rejoicing in this experience now, would only create continued 
anxiety and doubt.25

In contrast to Shinran, Luther did pay more attention to the experience of one’s impending 
death; in his time, there were different manuals written describing the sequence of events (five 
stages of feelings, which culminated in receiving the Eucharist) that should comprise a Christian 
death. In particular, it was important than the death of Christians be peaceful, because this would 
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then reflect those individuals’ righteousness and their faith—their conviction that they were 
saved. Luther believed this as well, and he writes, “When they [the righteous] lie down in their 
beds and breathe their last, they die just as if sleep were gradually falling upon their limbs and 
senses. . . . They do not dread death as do the ungodly, who tremble and are horribly afraid.”26

This conviction became apparent in the events surrounding Luther’s own death; shortly after 
his death, an account was published of his last 31 days, ostensibly to demonstrate that he was faith-
ful and confident in his salvation in Christ up to the end. Apparently, rumors were circulating 
that Luther had completed suicide, or basically ate and drank himself to death; indeed, “Is it any 
wonder that, in the emotional climate of the day, it could even be whispered that the Devil him-
self had come to carry Luther off?”27 In this account, the authors of the account, Luther’s friends 
and eyewitnesses to his death—Justus Jonas and Michael Coelius, among others—emphasized 
that Luther prayed repeatedly and faithfully throughout, and indeed, answered the following 
question in the affirmative, such that all could hear: “Revered Father, do you wish to die, stand-
ing up for Christ and for the Teaching that you have preached?”28 Shortly after that,

He drew a deep but soft breath, and with this he gave up the ghost, quietly and with 
great forbearance, without moving so much as a finger. No one observed (and we can 
testify to that, before God, in all conscience) any kind of disquiet, bodily suffering, or 
pain of death. Rather, as Simon puts it in his song, he joined the Lord in peaceful sleep.29

Doctrinal Points of Comparison: the Description of What Comes After

When it comes to what follows death, Shinran is much more descriptive when it comes to the 
Pure Land; by contrast Luther eschews specifics and is content to describe the afterlife more 
metaphorically as unity with Christ. Shinran describes Amida’s Pure Land this way: “The land of 
bliss is that Pure Land of happiness, where there are always countless joys and never any suffering 
mingled with them. It is known as the land of peace.”30 It is further described as a paradise of 
unsurpassed beauty and a fertile place of light and life. The sunshine is resplendent, flowers are 
abundant, the air is full of sweet smells, and every sense is delighted.

James Dobbins notes that the contrast between the present world most people experienced 
in medieval Japanese Buddhism, which was challenging and full of suffering, and Sukhāvatī, was 
vivid and caused people to put their faith and trust in the future. He writes,

The image of the Pure Land found in the sutras is that of a blissful paradise. There is 
no suffering and the bejeweled palaces, towers, and lotus ponds create a pleasing and 
sumptuous environment. Gentle breezes blow constantly, the flowering trees scatter 
their blossoms, and miraculous birds sing songs of the dharma. When mealtime comes 
food is provided, and afterward one is at leisure to stroll.31

Additionally, Jacqueline Stone observes that there were some physical experiences in the 
natural world that reinforced the location and beauty of the Pure Land. She writes, “For many, 
the existence of Amida’s land far away to the west was a matter of cosmological fact. The gold 
and purple splendor of the sunset on clear evenings must have reinforced this understanding.”32

It is worth noting here that later Shin interpreters attempted to reconcile Shinran’s teach-
ings on the Pure Land with a more traditional Mahäyāna nondualistic interpretation that posits 
no distinction (except in perception) between sam․ sāra and nirvān․a. However, James Dobbins 
argues that while there are some of Shinran’s doctrinal writings that can be viewed this way, 



Heaven and Sukhāvatī

231

it also is clear that overall, in his work, a dualistic interpretation was “operative and powerful.” 
He writes,

There is indisputable evidence that Shinran himself never actually abrogated this dual-
istic understanding. . . . For instance, in one of his letters Shinran wrote to a disciple 
that, because he himself was advanced in years, he would pass away first, be born in 
the Pure Land, and be waiting for the disciple there.33

Dobbins further uses Shinran’s wife Eshinni’s letters to argue the following:

[The convictions found in her letters] present an image of how the Pure Land was under-
stood at the level of actual religious practice. In many ways, Eshinni’s views are indicative 
of the dualistic categories at work in the tradition. She perceived the Pure Land as a bliss-
ful and secure paradise where she would at last gain refuge from the travails of this world.34

By contrast, Luther did not offer many specifics about heaven—or about hell, for that mat-
ter. He was vague on the details, preferring to focus on the fact of salvation, rather than the 
description of heaven itself. As Lyndal Roper writes, Luther thought that “we should just not 
think about something that is beyond our grasp.”35 And more to the point, she argues that, for 
Luther, “Heaven should not be thought about; it certainly had no geographical location.”36 And 
yet, there are two interesting exceptions.

The first is his “Letter to Hans.” Luther wrote a short letter to his son Hans, when his son was 
still very young, and Luther was away in Coburg [June 19, 1530]. In that letter, Luther offers a 
very interesting allegory that can be interpreted several ways, one of which is as an allegory of 
heaven. Regarding this letter, Roper argues the following:

Luther imagined a place where “good” children will play, eat cherries, and ride ponies. 
Hans was aged four at the time, and the fact that Luther told this story illustrates just 
how widespread the experience of bereavement was. But Luther clearly did not intend 
this as a literal view of heaven.37

The full context and Luther’s intent are not entirely clear, but given that we have so little from 
Luther that uses descriptive language for heaven, even allegorically, it is worth mentioning here.

Luther writes,

I know a beautiful garden, where there are a great many children in fine little coats, 
and they go under the trees and gather beautiful apples and pears, cherries and plums; 
they sing and run about and are as happy as they can be. Sometimes they ride on nice 
little ponies, with golden bridles and silver saddles. I asked the man whose garden it 
is, “what little children are these?” and he told me, “They are little children who love 
to pray and learn and are good.”

Luther then tells Hans that he asked if Hans could also come into the garden. The man replies,

If he loves to say his prayers and learn his lessons, and is a good boy, he may come . . . 
and when they are all together, they can play upon the fife and drum and lute and all 
kinds of instruments, and skip about and play with little crossbows.
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At the end of the letter, Luther exhorts his son to love his lessons and prayers.
The second comes in his commentary on 1 Corinthians 15, verses 27–28, where Luther 

writes that once God’s kingdom comes (the final eschatological consummation), then humanity 
will be perfected:

You will always be strong and vigorous, healthy and happy, also brighter and more 
beautiful than sun and moon, so that all the garments and the gold bedecking a king 
or emperor will be sheer dirt in comparison with us when we are illumined by but a 
divine glance.38

Luther goes on to elaborate how, in the fullness of God’s revelation, we will no longer need food 
or medicine, but merely beholding God “will make the whole body so beautiful, vigorous, and 
healthy, indeed, so light and agile, that we will soar along like a little spark, yes, just like the sun 
which runs its course in the heavens.”39

Indeed, he says,

God will clothe you more beautifully than any emperor was ever clothed, indeed, 
more beautifully that the sun and all jewels. If you aspire to be a lord, [God] will grant 
you more than you can wish for. If you want to possess acute sight and hearing that 
reaches farther than a hundred miles, if you want to be able to see through walls and 
stone, if you wish to be so light as to be in any place of your choice in a moment, 
down below on earth or up above near the clouds – that will all be granted you.40

Luther closes this particular reflection with the following:

There the sky will rain down talers and gold, if you should choose, the Elbe be filled 
with pearls and other gems, the earth yield all kinds of delight, so that, at your word, 
a tree will bear nothing but silver leaves and golden apples and pears, the fields will 
bear grass and flowers which shine like emeralds and other beautiful gems. In short, 
whatever delights your heart shall be yours abundantly. For we read that God [Godself] 
will be everything to everyone.41

These same ideas also are picked up in his reflection on 1 Cor 15:54–55, where Luther writes 
that in our resurrection,

this body’s frail and mortal being is discarded and removed and a different, immortal 
being is put on, with a body that can no longer be touched by filth, sickness, mishap, 
misery, or death but is perfectly pure, healthy, strong, and beautiful, such that not even 
the point of a needle can injure it.42

Conclusion

More could be said, of course, but in this chapter, I hope to have lifted up some of the interest-
ing areas of overlap between Shinran and Luther in their views around death and the afterlife. 
I hope to have shown that there are significant parallels, which can be attributed to their shared 
conviction around the “fallenness” of humanity and the necessity of tariki for rescue. At the same 
time, the differences between them also are interesting and illuminate some of the overarching 
differences between Pure Land Buddhism and what would become Lutheran Protestantism.
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In my view, further areas of comparison that could be fruitful relate to how people today 
in both traditions imagine what comes after death, and how that affects their attitudes toward 
death and dying. This also relates to the experience of death, both by the dying person herself 
and his or her loved ones—what we typically no longer call “deathbed practice” but still func-
tion similarly—and their larger role in the soteriological narrative of each religious tradition. 
Another area of interest is the way the future affects the present and how the sure promise of 
one’s future birth positively affects one’s present. More work here would help illuminate the 
transformative power of both Amida’s and Christ’s saving work in the life of the believer now, 
and the way in which each tradition can and should play an important role in orienting the 
whole of one’s life.
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The next Buddha may be a Sangha, a community of practice,
a community of people who share the same values,
and not just an individual person,
because love is to be practiced collectively.

Thich Nhat Hanh

The life of Jesus Christ on earth is not finished yet, for he continues to live in the 
life of his followers.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer

I. Could the Buddha and Jesus Co-design Practices That “Rebuild 
What Has Been Shattered”?

On Christmas Eve in France in 1997, Thich Nhat Hanh—founder of Plum Village’s medita-
tion centers, local sanghas, and its branch of his Rinzai Zen lineage—shared with everyone 
attending its holiday retreat a daydream that had lingered in his memory. In this daydream, 
he had envisioned what the Buddha might say to Jesus if they were to sit down together and 
enjoy tea.

 I could see the Buddha and Jesus sitting and having tea together. Then Buddha turned 
to Jesus and said, “My dear brother, is it too difficult to continue in this time of ours? 
Is it more difficult to be straightforward, to be fearless, to help people understand and 
to love than it was in the old time?”

20
THICH NHAT HANH’S 

BUDDHIST-CHRISTIAN 
PRACTICAL THEOLOGICAL 

VISION FOR REBUILDING 
HOPE

Co-designing Practices for Communities that 
Teach and Embody Love 
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. . . After having asked that question, Buddha might continue, “What can I do to 
help you, my brother?” How should we design the practice so it will be under-
stood, accepted, and effective, in order to rebuild what has been shattered, 
to restore what has been lost: faith, courage and love?

. . . The question the Buddha asks Jesus is very practical. The Buddha asks Jesus the 
question about practice because he wants an answer. At this very time, it is also dif-
ficult for him, as well, to do the things he did twenty-five hundred years ago in India. 
. . . While the Buddha asks Jesus that question, he is asking himself the very same ques-
tion. How do we renew Buddhism as a spiritual tradition? . . . How can the practice 
generate the true energy of love, of compassion, of understanding?

. . . Buddha and Jesus are two brothers who have to help each other. Buddhism 
does need help. Christianity does need help, not for the sake of Buddhism, nor for the 
sake of Christianity, but for the sake of humankind and for the other species on Earth. 
We live in a time when individualism prevails. . . . So instead of discriminating 
against each other the Buddha and Jesus have to come together every day, 
every morning, every afternoon, every evening in order to be true brothers. 
Their meeting is the hope for the world.

(Nhat Hanh 1999: 198–200, boldface mine)

In an earlier section of this Dharma talk, Thich Nhat Hanh had described the breadth of what 
he means by “the Buddha” and “Jesus”:

A Christian is a continuation of Jesus Christ: He is Jesus Christ, and she is Jesus Christ. 
This is how I see things, this is how I see people. A Buddhist is a child of the Buddha, 
he is, and she is, a continuation of the Buddha. She is the Buddha, and he is the Buddha.

(Thich Nhat Hanh 1999: 196)

Thich Nhat Hanh thus signals that the Buddha’s tea-time questions to Jesus, above, can be taken 
as questions that he himself, as a current follower of the Buddha, is posing to current followers of 
Jesus. In the epigraph that begins this essay, he claims that the next visible, physical embodiment 
of the Buddha may not be an individual, but a “community of practice” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1999: 
69). The epigraph below it by Christian theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer makes an even bolder 
claim: that Jesus’s life already continues—here and now!— in his followers’ common, corpo-
rate, singular “life” (Bonhoeffer 1959: 274). Bonhoeffer, whose letters from a Nazi prison deeply 
encouraged Thich Nhat Hahn, is drawing on “the church is the body of Christ” imagery in a 
Christian text that the majority of current scholars assume was written within 30 years of Jesus’s 
execution: I Corinthians 12:12-13:13. As one part of my attempt in this chapter to respond to 
the questions “the Buddha” poses to “Jesus” in Thich Nhat Hahn’s daydream, I’ll explore some 
parallels in Thich Nhat Hanh’s and Bonhoeffer’s careers in which they built teacher-training com-
munities designed to embody the life and practices of the Buddha or Jesus.

I was stunned when I first read Thich Nhat Hanh’s “Jesus and Buddha share tea” parable 
in March 2002 in my family’s home in Princeton, New Jersey, six months after the fall of the 
World Trade Towers had killed many commuters from our town and shattered its peace. Thich 
Nhat Hanh had published this vision in Going Home: Jesus and Buddha as Brothers, a collection of 
Dharma talks from Christmas retreats he’d given at Plum Village Mindfulness Practice Center 
where he then lived in France. I’d bought the book there in February 2002 at the end of his 
annual three-month retreat I’d attended. My family, church, school, town, and nation were all 
still wondering, after 9/11, how to “rebuild what has been shattered.”
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Today, two decades later, after the U.S. Capitol was stormed during a global pandemic, it 
appears to me that not only my own nation, but the entire planet needs “to restore what has 
been lost.” We especially need to rebuild hope and trust across tension-filled differences.

When I first read Thich Nhat Hanh’s question to Buddhists and Christians—“How do we 
design the practice?”—I heard it as practical theological question, because I was a practical 
theology PhD student at Princeton Theological Seminary (PTS). Current “interfaith practical 
theology” studies religious/spiritual practices, often to help faith communities, or individual 
practitioners, discern which particular practices—performed in which particular ways—might 
benefit their local or larger communities. In prior research at PTS, I’d studied (1) Buddhist and 
Hindu influences in Western churches, (2) Buddhist texts and communities, and (3) “world” 
Christianity: a growing field that emphasizes that the community Jesus started is non-Western 
in origin and that Western practitioners are now a minority.

Two passages within Thich Nhat Hanh’s parable, above, startled me. The first passage con-
tains his “practical theological question” and a prior question:

Buddha might continue, “What can I do to help you, my brother?” How should we 
design the practice so it will be understood, accepted, and effective, in order to 
rebuild what has been shattered, to restore what has been lost: faith, courage and love?

(boldface mine)

My internal response to Buddha’s first question, “How can I  help?”, was rapid. I said to 
myself, “ ‘Buddha’ is already helping Christians daily because secularized versions of medi-
tation practices initially developed in Buddhist monastic communities are being taught in 
hospitals and schools to reduce stress and increase concentration. ‘Jesus’ is already helping 
Buddhists daily because secularized versions of the Oxford Group’s Christian practices of 
moral examination, confession, making amends, and surrendering worries to God are now 
being practiced by Buddhists in twelve-step programs.” (Alcoholics Anonymous World Ser-
vices 2001: xvi).

I had no quick answer to the Buddha’s second question:

How should we design the practice so it will be understood, accepted, and effec-
tive, in order to rebuild what has been shattered, to restore what has been lost: faith, 
courage and love?

(boldface mine)

It struck me as practical theological koan. My aspiration to chew it slowly and carefully resulted 
in this chapter.

During the 2001–2 retreat, Thich Nhat Hahn suggested ways that social activists could avoid 
burnout. Prior to this retreat, I’d participated in four urban ministries: an Anabaptist communal 
church opposing the Vietnam war, a Young Life group home for delinquent boys, an Episcopal 
downtown church that opened a homeless shelter, and an Episcopal biracial congregation with 
jazz, theater, and new-mother ministries. All four communities had been healing refuges for 
many, but each had been weakened by burnout, which I describe as: exhaustion, discouragement, 
and loss of trust that can provide pretexts for harming oneself and others.

Thich Nhat Hanh’s question about “the practice” riveted me because I wanted to learn 
practices to help church-supported ministries avoid the suffering of burnout. For Chris-
tians, practical theology often involves discerning which habitual spiritual practices might 
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help churches in a specific cultural context continue Jesus’s mission of revealing the creator’s 
character through: (1) external actions that alleviate suffering and increase joy and (2) internal 
attitudes displayed while performing these actions. The New Testament writings, which are 
attributed to Jesus’s earliest followers, claim that (1) Jesus revealed the creator’s character most 
powerfully when, instead of inciting the multitudes of economically stressed Israelites and 
heavenly forces who surrounded him to prevent his arrest violently, he chose not to defend 
himself from execution, (2) Jesus continues to reveal God’s character more powerfully than 
any other human being, having claimed to be uniquely united to the creator and creation 
in some unfathomable way since before Israel was formed, (3) Jesus claimed his followers 
would reveal the uniqueness of his unity with the creator if, and when, their own common 
life displayed the creator’s character of love.1 Drawing on very different texts, Plum Village’s 
practices also aim at developing, within a diverse community, a unified common life charac-
terized by love.

After the 2001–2 retreat, while reading Going Home, I noticed that Thich Nhat Hanh some-
times identifies “Christianity” with “western European culture” in ways that (1) don’t reflect 
my experiences working in non-Western churches, (2) don’t reflect the fact that in 1997 white 
Christians were already a minority among churchgoers, globally. His vision of the Buddha’s and 
Jesus’s radiant tea-time of the heart, however, contains no such confusion.

At the retreat, I’d observed that Plum Village practitioners use the term “the practice” (which 
I’ve boldfaced, above, in Thich Nhat Hahn’s practical theological question) as shorthand for the 
network of religious practices that their community teaches to relieve suffering and prevent 
burnout in individuals and communities. This network of practices is woven outward from two 
central beginning points:

1.  a central contemplative practice: “coming back to yourself in the present moment” by direct-
ing your attention to your own breath while sitting or walking. This self-awareness of 
your breath is then progressively generalized to “mindful” self-awareness of all of your actions, 
including thinking and feeling.

2.  a central ethical practice: guiding your actions by the “Five Mindfulness Trainings,” that is, 
Plum Village’s commentary upon, and expansion of, the Buddha’s five lay precepts that pro-
scribe killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and intoxication.

Breathing mindfully and practicing the precepts work together, he’s taught, by building enough 
individual emotional peace to support reconciliation practices that can build corporate peace.2 
I wondered: “Was Thich Nhat Hanh assuming, in 1997, that ‘the practice’ to restore peace 
that he envisioned Buddhists and Christians designing together would be grounded in mindful 
breathing and his Five Mindfulness Trainings?”

I never heard him answer this question. I doubt, though, he was expecting Christians at his 
envisioned Buddhist-Christian meetings to practice his Five Mindfulness Trainings in addition 
to, or instead of, Jesus’s ethical guidelines rooted in the Hebrew scriptures.3 I doubt this because 
his First Mindfulness Training contains this aspiration: “I will cultivate openness, non-discrim-
ination, and non-attachment to views.” I imagine he planned to embody this precept within 
such meetings by acknowledging both the Buddha’s and Jesus’s claims about the universal appli-
cability of their ethical precepts.

The second passage in Thich Nhat Hahn’s tea-time vision that instantly startled me is this:

. . . the Buddha and Jesus have to come together every day . . . in order to be true 
brothers. Their meeting is the hope for the world.
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Every day! Really? I wondered if he were serious, thinking, “Thich Nhat Hanh is a poet. 
Maybe the Buddha’s and Jesus’ “daily meetings” is merely a poetically-subtle metaphor for 
Buddhist and Christian neighbors acting neighborly towards each other. Or maybe it’s merely 
a poetically-exaggerated metaphor for Buddhist-Christian dialogue in interfaith organizations 
like the Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies or interfaith practical theology programs.”

But then I remembered having heard Thich Nhat Hanh use unsubtle, unexaggerated, clear 
speech when brokering peace among the Palestinians and Israelis who met daily during the 
three-month retreat. In light of Buddhist-Christian conflicts in Sri Lanka and Burma, did Thich 
Nhat Hanh hope that if Christians met with Buddhists daily that both groups would listen to, 
and eventually empathize with, each other’s stories about the suffering that can arise when the 
Buddha’s or Jesus’s teachings are adulterated with fear and used to incite violence? Maybe he 
really did mean “every day”!

I also wondered: “Why does Thich Nhat Hanh describe his envisioned daily meetings of 
the Buddha and Jesus as “the hope of the world?” The only other instance I found of his using 
this term was in his February 16, 2003, letter to Congress beseeching them not to start a war 
in Iraq, but to instead “strengthen the UN as an organization for peace-keeping, because that is 
the hope of the world” (Thich Nhat Hanh, 2003a). I wondered, “Why, in 1997, had he singled 
out Christians to meet with Buddhists to be ‘the hope of the world’?”

I doubt it was because this Dharma talk’s audience contained lots of practicing Christians. 
By 1997, churchgoers were a small minority in France. But the ancestors of some of his French 
listeners probably had attended church. Earlier in this Dharma talk, he’d said that many rootless, 
wounded Europeans and Americans who visit Plum Village “want nothing to do with their 
family, their church, their society, and their culture” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1999: 182). Having 
lost faith that the universe can support long-term joy, these big-bellied, skinny-necked “hun-
gry ghosts” have enormous hunger for love but constricted capacity to absorb it. Plum Village 
monastics try to “embrace” them with “our practice of mindfulness, like the damp soil embrac-
ing the cutting of a plant, giving it a chance to put forth a few tiny roots” (Thich Nhat Hanh 
1999: 183). He goes on to recommend that when hungry ghosts have absorbed enough love to 
relax their fear of the people who’ve hurt them, they should return to their ancestors’ “roots.” 
If that includes a church, they should work to renew it. He then urges rootless Vietnamese 
immigrants from nonpracticing Buddhist families (whom he also calls hungry ghosts) to join a 
sangha.

I couldn’t brush aside my intuition that concern for the roots of some of his audience was 
not the only reason he’d singled out Christians. I kept wondering: “What could have convinced 
a Buddhist to regard followers of Jesus as potential long-term partners in peace-making when 
his brother monastics were killed during the violent suppression of Buddhism launched by a 
Vietnamese president whose brother was the Catholic archbishop?” I knew Thich Nhat Hanh 
had read about the nonviolence of Jesus and some churches. But it seems to me that genuine 
trust is built on experiencing—personally—genuine trustworthiness in a person or community. 
This usually takes day-in, day-out interaction over many months. So I asked: “Where did he 
first build day-to-day friendships with Christians he found trustworthy?” A few months later 
I discovered, literally in front of my face, what may be part of the answer. I’ll recount that story 
in Section II.

In 2002, I never asked Thich Nhat Hanh the questions his Christmas vision had raised in 
my mind. Instead, I worked with church members and Plum Village Sangha members writing 
and circulating a petition asking Congress not to start a war in lraq. This petition was part of a 
global “deep listening” peace project Thich Nhat Hanh envisioned and Rev. Hilary Krivchenia, 
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a Chicago-area pastor, began organizing (Listen for Peace 2002). Having unexpectedly ended 
up relaying to Thich Nhat Hanh questions from a former U.N. ambassador and later from Fr. 
Daniel Berrigan, SJ, I thought my own questions could wait.

I waited too long. Since his stroke in 2014, Thich Nhat Hanh has not responded to ques-
tions with words, and I  just learned of his death a few hours ago. In 2019, I reframed my 
questions about his 1997 Christmas vision in light of my years teaching in, and being taught 
by, a theological seminary outside “the West.” The rest of this chapter will explore these 
questions:

1. Why Christians? What people might have initially influenced Thich Nhat Hanh to single 
out Christians as partners for Buddhists wanting to “design the practice” to restore faith, 
courage, and love?

2. What practice? What kind of practice might he have been envisioning that he thought might 
restore faith, courage, and love?

3. What about burnout? What has exploring the first two questions taught me about preventing 
burnout?

Sections II and III will discuss my first question directly and my second question indirectly. Sec-
tion IV will address the second and third questions.

II. Why Christians? Thich Nhat Hanh’s Immersion in a Christian 
Seminary Community

One morning in May 2002, having walked past Princeton Seminary’s Brown Hall, I entered 
Mackay Campus Center to eat a bagel and then read Thich Nhat Hanh’s 1962–6 journal Fra-
grant Palm Leaves. As I read, I was amazed to learn that Thich Nhat Hanh had lived in Brown 
Hall and eaten in Mackay during the entire 1961–2 academic year with over 250 pastors-to-be 
and nearly 20 non-U.S. pastors.

Before he left Vietnam, he and his colleagues had spent a decade trying to unite Buddhist 
groups in Vietnam to advocate effectively for a negotiated end to the North–South warfare in 
which the U.S. was increasingly entrenched. They also tried to revitalize the way monks and 
nuns were trained to put compassion into action in different communities. They founded a 
Buddhist studies institute for monastics near Dalat until re-posted to teach in Saigon, where 
they initiated the “engaged Buddhism” movement. On June 26, 1962, near Princeton, Thich 
Nhat Hanh wrote these reflections about those years in Vietnam:

We tried to create a grassroots Buddhism that would draw on the aspirations of 
the people, but we weren’t successful. I wrote articles, published books, and edited 
magazines, including the journal of the Buddhist General Association, to promote 
the idea of a humanistic, unified Buddhism, but within two years the journal’s pub-
lication was suspended. . .. We felt lost. Our opportunity to influence the direction 
of Buddhism had slipped away. The hierarchy was so conservative. . .. I became so 
sick I almost died.

(Thich Nhat Hanh 1966: 6–7)

In 1957, he and some friends built Phuong Boi, translated “Fragrant Palm Leaves.” It was a 
mountain retreat center that anchored their nationwide religious renewal and social action 
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efforts firmly to their community’s close fellowship and meditation practice. In a reflection 
published in 2015, he describes it as a place:

to heal our wounds, refresh our spirits, and give all of us the strength we needed to 
continue to help change the situation. . .. But within four years we were forced to 
abandon our refuge and scatter to the winds. The government suspected us of clan-
destine activities and made it impossible for us to stay.

(Thich Nhat Hanh 2015: 35–36)

He then left Vietnam for Princeton.
None of the former PTS students, administrators, and faculty I contacted who knew Thich 

Nhat Hanh in ’61–2 could recall with whom he’d arranged his sabbatical. Several guessed, like 
I did, that ecumenist John Alexander Mackay, during his final year as PTS’s president, had col-
laborated with Edward Jurji, the Syrian Christian scholar of Islam that Mackay had recruited to 
teach history of religions and nonwestern church history.4

Prior to his 24 years at PTS, Mackay had, as a missionary, founded one of Peru’s two interna-
tional universities. While at PTS, he continued to mentor Latin American politicians, scholars, 
and church leaders struggling to throw off European and U.S. colonialism while Vietnam strug-
gled to do the same. Mackay publicly opposed U.S. military “advisors” in Vietnam before most 
Americans knew they were there. Like Unamuno, one of Mackay’s literary guides, Thich Nhat 
Hanh wrote searing yet tender poetry describing war’s devastations.

Mackay recruited non-Anglo students for all-inclusive scholarships for PTS’s first doctoral 
program, which he launched. Postretirement, he still mentored them on campus (Escobar 
1992). Thich Nhat Hanh included Mackay in a list of “humanist” heroes in a letter he wrote to 
Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. (Thich Nhat Hanh 1965).

Walking back and forth across Alexander Road, Thich Nhat Hanh lived at the seminary and 
studied Buddhist texts in classical Chinese at Princeton University’s Gest Library. The univer-
sity’s approach to Asian history and literature emphasized objective, critical engagement with 
texts. The seminary taught objective, critical engagement with the texts of the movement Jesus 
started in western Asia, but it set that engagement within a less-objective, less-individualistic 
context: the corporate attempts of church communities to live in accordance with Jesus’s teach-
ings. Field placements emphasized interpersonal learning: churches’ learning together to imitate 
Jesus and “be true brothers.” The seminary’s student body was older, smaller, more economi-
cally diverse, and contained a higher percentage of nonwhite students. Unlike the university’s, 
it included women.

The 1961–2 PTS Handbook’s section “Princeton Seminary as a Christian Community” 
echoes (1) Mackay’s publications about ecumenism, (2) the book Life Together, which Ger-
man theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer had published in 1939 about the daily practice he’d 
designed and led for Finkenwalde, the underground, monastic-style seminary he organized 
after the Nazi government took control of German churches. The PTS Handbook states that 
Jesus is:

the norm and guide of all that happens in the life of the community. . . . Where Jesus 
Christ is the Lord of life, and is at work among those who live together in His service, 
the common life of all becomes the concern of each member of the community; and 
what happens to each member of the community belongs to the common life and the 
well-being of all. . . . Those barriers which tend to be associated with rooms, halls, 
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dormitories, eating tables, geographical areas, race, and theological orientation should 
be eliminated. . .. In such a community, individual problems will not become ingrown 
or isolated, but they will become the concern of neighbors . . . a mutual bearing of 
burdens.

(Princeton Theological Seminary 1961: 135)

After arriving at PTS, Thich Nhat Hanh received news that more of his monastic broth-
ers and students had been killed. Rev. Ralph Nelson, a Brown Hall friend Thich Nhat Hanh 
describes in his journal, recounted that while “Nguyen” usually joined them for meals in 
Mackay and daily chapel services, he sometimes went days without leaving his room. His 
dorm-mates wondered if he were grieving, ill, homesick, discouraged, or fasting and praying. 
They left meals outside his door and checked on him daily. Nelson commented that, at least 
at first, “He was so very silent he didn’t ask for help” (Ralph and Linda Nelson, January 1, 
2021, email).

A few years later, Charles Bartow, a PTS student during the ’61–2 year who later chaired its 
Practical Theology Department, presented a “Vietnam Poems” concert during daily chapel. 
Later broadcast on the radio, it alternated Hebrew psalms lamenting Babylon’s occupation 
of Israel, Thich Nhat Hanh’s poems lamenting France and the U.S.’ occupation of Vietnam, 
and the Gospel of Matthew’s account of Jesus’ execution during Rome’s occupation of Israel. 
Bartow read these texts that were interspersed with choral arrangements sung by the choir of 
Westminster Choir College, Princeton (Charles Louis Bartow, November 18, 2020, phone 
call).

The Brown Hall friend Thich Nhat Hanh mentions most frequently in his journal is Saphir 
Athyal. He was then a PhD student and the international student liaison. He’s still an East-West/
South-North bridge-builder and scholar: an influential voice in the Marthoma Syrian Church 
in which he grew up in India. It traces its founding in 52 ce to St. Thomas, one of Jesus’s 12 
senior disciples. This church’s roots are thus in Asian Syriac church practices rather than western 
European practices.

While Athyal was an adolescent, Gandhi’s nonviolent protests helped free India from colonial 
rule. Vietnam was still under French colonial domination during Thich Nhat Hanh’s adoles-
cence. Gandhi became a model for him. After PTS, Athyal became president of India’s Union 
Biblical Seminary (UBS) in Pune. Through international church networks, he urged European 
churches to remember that Jesus and his earliest disciples were Asian Jews, not Europeans, and 
that non-Western churches were growing exponentially, while Western churches were shrink-
ing. When he retired from UBS, World Vision hired him to ground their “development” work 
more fully in Jesus’s economic practices and less in Western theories about what “developing 
nations” need. Athyal advocated partnering with local non-Christian religious leaders. Here are 
some of his memories of his friendship with Thich Nhat Hanh:

I used to cook and have meals with him often – both of us survived – because during 
the vacation period the seminary’s dining hall was closed. In my Volkswagen we used 
to go places.

Nhat Hanh was quite a gentleman. Steel inside but soft wool outside. Light body, 
but weighty mind and large heart. He impressed me as a learned scholar, but always 
thirsty to know more.

In one sense he was to me a model and guru. . . . I learned much from him, espe-
cially the importance of having quiet times to reflect: speaking less and listening more, 
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sincere appreciation of nature and its beauty, even in snowy weather, and seeing the 
greatness of small and ordinary things. . . . He always walked as if he were meditating. 
. . . I thought he was a sort of “miser” of emotion because he never fully expressed 
his feelings.

I was glad to have had the privilege of heart-to-heart sharing of our ideas and 
thoughts with each other. We also had theological discussions and even debates. I was 
a die-hard about the deity of Jesus Christ. While he was accommodative and charita-
ble to my thoughts, he never compromised his convictions.

I’ve always believed that any faith in God worth having should be contagious, and 
it should be nonnegotiable and deep enough so that it can truly have a breadth by 
which one respects other views on spirituality. Maybe that is why Nhat Hanh found 
in me a match he could relate to. I presume our friendship enriched both of us – at 
least it did for me.

(Saphir Athyal, November 15 and 21, 2020, emails)

When Professor Athyal’s efforts to prod European churches to listen more deeply to non-
European churches took him to Vietnam in 1968, he tried to arrange a visit with Thich Nhat 
Hanh. His friend, however, had begun an exile that lasted four decades.

In 2002, the twentieth anniversary of Plum Village, Thich Nhat Hanh described living at 
Princeton Seminary and a nearby YMCA summer camp:

Before coming to the West I taught several generations of Buddhist students in Viet-
nam. But I can say that I realized the path in the West. . .. I began to have many 
deep insights, flowers and fruits of the practice. If you have read my journal Fragrant 
Palm Leaves you see that, for me, going to Princeton was like going into a monastery. 
I was far from the pressing demands of the current situation in Vietnam. I had much 
time to do walking meditation, assisting the maturation of insights that had not 
yet ripened.

I wrote A Rose for Your Pocket, in the summer of 1962. . . . It is a simple little 
book but is in fact the fruit of my awakening. . . . It can be considered the 
first blossom of my awakening. . . . Since then, that insight has just continued on 
its path of deepening.

(Thich Nhat Hanh 2003b: 22, boldface mine)

“Realizing the path” and “awakening” are two Zen terms that describe enlightenment. The 
blossoming and ripening of fruit is another Zen image associated with enlightenment.

III. Why Christians? Thich Nhat Hanh’s Engagement With Christian 
Martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Letters from Prison

Thich Nhat Hanh moved to New York City for the 1962–3 academic year, studying Chinese 
Buddhist texts under Anton Zigmund-Cerbu’s supervision and teaching at Columbia while 
earning a master of arts in religion in its joint program with Union Seminary (Union News 
2017). He spent Christmas break that year back in “the familiar lap of Princeton,” at PTS 
(Thich Nhat Hanh 1966: 77).

On Christmas Eve, 1962, in Brown Hall, five months after he’d written “A Rose for Your 
Pocket,” and thirty-five years before his 1997 Dharma talk envisioning the Buddha and Jesus 
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“designing the practice” together, Thich Nhat Hanh was pondering when to return to Viet-
nam. He wrote in his journal about a profound immersion in joy, faith, love, courage, and 
strength that he’d experienced seven weeks beforehand, on November 2:

I had been reading Bonhoeffer’s account of his final days, and I was awakened to the 
starry sky that dwells in each of us. I felt a surge of joy, accompanied by the faith 
that I could endure even greater suffering than I had thought possible. Bonhoeffer 
was the drop that made my cup overflow, the final link in a long chain, 
the breeze that nudged the ripe fruit to fall. After experiencing such a night, 
I will never complain about life again. My heart was overflowing with love. Cour-
age and strength swelled in me, and I saw my mind and heart as flowers. All feelings, 
passions, and sufferings revealed themselves as wonders, yet I  remained grounded 
in my body. Some people might call such an experience “religious,” but what I felt 
was totally and utterly human. I knew in that moment that there was no enlighten-
ment outside of my own mind and the cells of my body. Life is miraculous, even in 
its suffering. 

(Thich Nhat Hanh 1966: 109, boldface mine)

“Bonhoeffer’s account of his final days” is published in the Letters and Papers from Prison he 
wrote before his execution in 1945 for draft dodging and helping Jews escape.5 Thich Nhat 
Hanh’s comment above that, “Some people might call such an experience ‘religious,’ but what 
I felt was totally and utterly human,” echoes Bonhoeffer’s claim in a letter about “religionless 
Christianity” that “It is not the religious act that makes the Christian, but participation in the 
sufferings of God in secular life” (Bonhoeffer 1997: 361).

When I asked Athyal if he’d discussed Bonhoeffer with Thich Nhat Hanh before Novem-
ber 1962, he wrote that he may well have pointed him toward Bonhoeffer’s Advent prison 
reflections (Bonhoeffer 2010: 188) and his Christmas letter to his parents:

Above all, you must not think that I will let myself sink into depression during 
this lonely Christmas. . . . From a Christian point of view, a Christmas in a prison cell 
is no special problem. It will probably be celebrated here in this house more sincerely 
and with more meaning than outside. . . .

That God turns directly toward the place where men are careful to turn away; that 
Christ was born in a stable because he found no room in the Inn – a prisoner grasps 
that better than someone else. For him it really is a joyous message, and because 
he believes it, he knows that he has been placed in the Christian fellowship 
that breaks all the bounds of time and space; and the months in prison lose 
their importance. . . .

If one thinks of the terrors that have recently come to so many people in Berlin, 
then one first becomes conscious of how much we still have for which to 
be thankful.

(Bonhoeffer 2010: 224–226, boldface mine)

Before the “surge of joy” that Thich Nhat Hanh experienced after reading Bonhoeffer, 
he’d written in his journal that the Phuong Boi community had practiced “looking deeply 
at what happened to us and our situation” in order “to heal our wounds” (Thich Nhat Hanh 
1966: 3). In his letter above, Bonhoeffer is “looking deeply” at his prison situation and his 
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negative feelings of exhaustion and depression into which he realizes he could completely 
sink. He avoids burnout by transforming these negative feelings into positive joy and grati-
tude by reframing his situation in light of the accounts of Jesus’s birth in the gospels of Mat-
thew and Luke. They reveal God’s character as a creator who is always humbly present with 
the poor, the suffering, and refugees. Although he’s a legitimate heir to Israel’s throne, Jesus 
is born amidst farm animals to parents who secretly flee into exile when heavenly forces alert 
them that Rome’s puppet king is sending an execution squad to eliminate this tiny threat to 
his throne.

Bonhoeffer’s letter demonstrates what is perhaps the second-most-widespread Jewish and 
Christian practice: reframing suffering in light of God’s character as it’s reflected in (1) God’s 
actions narrated in the Bible and (2) deep observation of this planet’s beauties and pains that 
delight and grieve earth’s creator. The Hebrew scriptures that Jesus and Bonhoeffer interpreted, 
and the Greek New Testament that Bonhoeffer interpreted, invite translations and interpreta-
tions that differ profoundly from many Western ones. Unlike some Western theologies, many 
biblical texts portray God as empathetic. God suffers with the earth when the earth suffers. 
Unlike some Western theologies, Genesis does not describe creation as something emerging 
from nothing. Instead, “darkness was over the face of the sea, and the wind-spirit relaxed over 
the face of the sea” (Genesis 1:2, translation mine).

Bonhoeffer trusted that the creator will connect all courageous human efforts to care for 
others with Jesus’ care for others in a way that “will make all things new” (Revelation 21:5). 
Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. used this biblical text to reframe the sufferings of civil rights 
protesters in his final Sunday sermon before his murder. Drawing on Jesus’ portrayals of God’s 
mercy and justice in Matthew’s and Luke’s gospels, King reassured the congregation that “We 
shall overcome because the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice” 
(King 1968).

Bonhoeffer wrote in prison that state-sponsored religion often “uses God as a deus ex 
machina,”: a “super-power” from outside earth’s reality that fixes problems without human par-
ticipation or divine empathic suffering. He insists, “The Bible, however, directs us to the pow-
erlessness and suffering of God; only a suffering God can help” (Bonhoeffer 1997: 278–282). 
I’m guessing that the most popular Christian practice is asking God for help. Bonhoeffer urged 
his students to call on the suffering creator Jesus called Father instead of the deus ex machina of 
the Nazi state. The gospels that are attributed to Luke the physician and John both recount that 
when this creator sent Jesus back alive to his disciples in hiding, the scars from his execution 
remained. Unlike some Western theologies, the gospels don’t claim that all traces of anyone’s 
suffering, including Jesus’ suffering, vanish instantly.

The parallels in Bonhoeffer’s and Thich Nhat Hanh’s lives are many. Both wrote haunt-
ing poetry. Both were recognized as excellent scholars while very young and given heavy 
responsibilities for training their religious tradition’s teachers in their war-ravaged homelands. 
Both left these responsibilities for foreign study sabbaticals: Bonhoeffer at Union, Thich Nhat 
Hanh at PTS, Princeton University, Union, and Columbia. During this retreat time, each of 
them:

•  studied their tradition’s scriptures

o Bonhoeffer studied Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount with a French pacifist Union 
student.

o Thich Nhat Hanh translated Chinese sutras.
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•  accepted the hospitality of a religious community foreign to them and partici-
pated in some of its practices

o  Bonhoeffer became a student of Black preachers, deacons, choir members, and church 
mothers when he was welcomed into the music and teaching ministries of Harlem’s 
Abyssinian Baptist Church.

o Thich Nhat Hanh attended chapel at Princeton Seminary. In New York, he was 
immersed in “the social gospel” through the Fellowship of Reconciliation, founded 
by Christian pacifists like women’s rights advocate Jane Addams and labor organizer 
A.J. Muste.

•  immersed themselves in practices their own tradition’s scriptures describe.

o  Despite his family’s leadership in Germany’s army, Bonhoeffer made public his com-
mitment to the nonviolence and economic generosity that Jesus’ Sermon on the 
Mount teaches—and that Abyssinian Baptist’s members embodied.

o  Thich Nhat Hanh practiced walking meditation among Princeton’s venerable trees. In 
his room, he fasted and meditated.

During these sabbaticals, both of them recalibrated their understandings of how teachers in 
their tradition should be trained to teach love. Both became convinced that the best way 
to learn and teach their founder’s teachings was in a residential community whose 
daily schedule was an ongoing experiment in putting these teachings into practice, 
beginning with cherishing each other as brothers and sisters. Both tried to prevent and 
end a war nonviolently, using public and private persuasion.

After returning to Berlin, Bonhoeffer criticized Hitler on the radio two days after he became 
chancellor. He was labeled “a pacifist and enemy of the state.” To avoid Nazi military service, he 
exiled himself in England. The Nazis seized control of the state-funded church that had ordained 
him. Christians who objected formed an illegal Confessing Church. Bonhoeffer wrote his brother: 
“The restoration of the church will surely be through a sort of new monasticism . . . in follow-
ing Jesus. I believe it is now time to call people together to do this” (Bonhoeffer 1935: 424). The 
Confessing Church asked him to return to Germany and “design the practice” for, and lead, a 
cramped seminary that operated in Finkenwalde for 26 months. Spartan bathing facilities and a 
common sleeping room were complemented by two grand pianos, a rotating collection of Rem-
brandt’s works, and a chapel with newly commissioned artwork. Beauty mattered to Bonhoeffer.

This seminary community needed to prepare their church’s future teachers to do much 
more than preach about Jesus. They needed to embody Jesus’ trust in his Father so 
fully that, if the Nazis discovered their illegal community, they were all prepared to 
lay down their lives like Jesus. Their seminary was discovered. Twenty-seven members of 
this monastic-style teacher-training community were arrested and pressed into military service 
against their will. Most of them died in the army.

Thich Nhat Hanh, despite the prospect of teaching at Columbia long-term, and know-
ing that people in Vietnam wanted him dead, returned to Vietnam in 1963 because a senior 
monk who’d previously opposed his envisioned “training communities” now implored him to 
launch them. He founded Van Hanh University to “train leaders in the practice of ‘engaged 
Buddhism’ ” and the School of Youth for Social Service (SYSS), which trained social workers 
to “rebuild what had been shattered” in bombed-out villages and restore “faith, courage and 
love” through the Buddha’s teachings (Sister Chan Khong 2007: 48–49). In 1964, he ordained 
six SYSS leaders into a new Buddhist “Order of Interbeing” (OI). They were guided by his 
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“Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings” to “bring Buddhism directly into the arena of social con-
cerns” (Sister Chan Kong 2007: 77).

Despite the violence toward Vietnamese Buddhists by some U.S. and Vietnamese Christians, 
Thich Nhat Hanh, after spending two semesters eating, attending chapel, and living “in a house 
together” with Christian pastors-to-be, wrote this in 1965:

Newspaper reports about conflict between Vietnamese Buddhists and Catholics are 
entirely unfounded. The thoughts and actions of Vietnamese Buddhists and Catholics 
are, in fact, nearly identical. . . . Put us in a house together to practice our spir-
ituality and there would be harmony.

(Thich Nhat Hanh 1966: 198, boldface mine)

In 1982, after more than a decade of exile, Thich Nhat Hanh founded Plum Village in France 
with SYSS teachers, OI members, and Vietnamese refugees. In 1988 he ordained into his 
Rinzai Zen lineage two of the women as bhikkhunis and one as a novice. This launched Plum 
Village’s monastic sangha.

IV. What Practice? What About Burnout? Building Communities 
That Teach Love by Embodying Love 

I’ll now revisit Thich Nhat Hanh’s Buddhist-Christian “practical theological question” in light 
of (1) his immersion in PTS’s residential Christian teacher-training community that Mackay had 
redesigned, (2) Bonhoeffer’s decision to risk death to redesign and lead a teacher-training com-
munity, (3) his own decision to risk death to redesign Vietnamese Buddhist teacher-training 
communities. Here, again, is what the Buddha asks Jesus:

How should we design the practice so it will be understood, accepted, and effective, 
in order to rebuild what has been shattered, to restore what has been lost: faith, cour-
age, and love?

Perhaps Thich Nhat Hanh envisioned a consistent group of Buddhists and Christians design-
ing one mutual practice for cultural rebuilding that they’d all practice together in one place. 
Perhaps he envisioned something easier: a strong Buddhist community and a strong Christian 
community agreeing to share with each other—daily—in various ways—the peace-making 
practices that have kept their own internal unity strong. I’m guessing he envisioned something 
even easier: a consistent, small delegation from a harmonious Buddhist community, and one 
from a harmonious Christian community, meeting daily for a year, perhaps spending six months 
in each community. This would mirror his own and Bonhoeffer’s yearlong immersion in a 
“foreign” tradition, which inspired them to renew their root traditions. It would add the face-
to-face support of sisters and brothers from their own faith community.

I’d love to see what wisdom and practices might emerge if a Buddhist community that trains 
sangha teachers and a Christian community that trains church teachers were to “come together 
every day .  .  . to be true brothers .  .  . to restore what has been lost.” The Buddha, Jesus, 
Bonhoeffer, and Thich Nhat Hanh seem to have poured their greatest energies into 
building teacher-training communities. The closest contemporary correlates might be 
monastic orders whose commitments include training congregational or local sangha leaders 
(e.g., Jesuits, Benedictines, Plum Village, et al.). Other possibilities might be local communities 
that have (1) a shared daily practice, (2) strong ties to a particular network of local communities 
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of practice, and (3) a commitment to nurturing local leaders (e.g., some seminaries, some pro-
grams in divinity schools, and some Buddhist institutes and universities).

If the teaching careers of the Buddha, Jesus, Bonhoeffer, and Thich Nhat Hanh are taken as 
models, one answer to the Buddha’s question might be this:

The practice of nonviolent cultural rebuilding can be better “understood, accepted 
and effective” when it’s modelled by joyful religious communities whose members 
perform spiritual practices and follow precepts aimed at healing their own wounds and 
restoring trust across barriers – both inside and outside their membership.

If two or more such communities were to form a yearlong “community of communities” across 
a religious divide, it might serve as a peace education model of how to heal social fractures, 
especially those caused by dismissing groups deemed “too different to be listened to.”

The teacher-training communities that the Buddha, Jesus, Bonhoeffer, and Thich Nhat 
Hanh led were all committed to some version of the following six practices, which overlap:

1. studying, reciting, singing, listening to, and memorizing scriptures, with special attention 
to precepts about observable behaviors and exhortations about habits of mind;

2.  admitting failures to follow the community’s shared precepts;
3. making amends and reconciling, using shared guidelines, when members disappoint or 

hurt each other;
4. praying together (if you describe prayer as broadly as Thich Nhat Hanh does);
5. fostering trust and delight in other community members within shared events like meals; and
6. nurturing gratitude and joy. Few people risk suffering intensely for others unless, at some 

point, they’ve experienced life as overflowing with deep-down freshness, beauty, and joy—
and have disciplined themselves to recall such experiences when suffering.6

Bonhoeffer and Thich Nhat Hanh both radically adapted their traditions’ teacher-training cul-
ture by each focusing their students’ attention on his overarching tradition’s founder: Jesus of 
Nazareth or Shakyamuni Buddha. Students studied the earliest canonical writings claiming to 
present their founder’s teachings more than the later canonical or noncanonical texts produced 
by their own particular sub-tradition (Protestant/Mahayana). Both men focused less on the texts 
that had been emphasized by the schools that had trained them in their homelands. Thich Nhat 
Hahn directed beginning monastic teachers-to-be toward the Pali suttas outlining meditation 
practices more than the Pure Land texts his own teachers had often emphasized. Bonhoeffer’s 
Finkenwalde students spent a great deal of time in the Bible and less time studying modern 
German theology.

The list of six practices above doesn’t contain “contemplative practices” as a separate item 
because (1) Thich Nhat Hahn has claimed that all six can be done with contemplative mindful-
ness, and (2) my own church teachers have claimed that all six can be done with a contemplative 
awareness of God’s presence. The list omits decision-making processes although I’ve written 
elsewhere about Plum Village and Christian spiritual discernment practices and the history 
of Christian adaptation of discernment practices from non-Christian communities. These six 
practices can, I’m convinced, serve as foundations for a wide variety of approaches to making 
decisions with love and joy.

When I  imagine specific Buddhist and Christian teaching communities meeting daily to 
share practices, part of what I envision are relaxed tea meditations and Lenten suppers—spend-
ing time together with no agenda other than enjoying brotherhood and sisterhood. Teas and 
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suppers can be ways to practice both samatha and sabbath. Both the Pali and the Hebrew root 
words mean “stopping.”

When I  reflect on current global political trends, I  think an additional, more solemnly 
focused agenda for meetings between Buddhist and Christian teaching communities might be 
prudent: an agenda that counts the potential cost of taking the teaching careers of 
Jesus, Bonhoeffer, and Thich Nhat as models. All three suffered either decades-long exile 
or execution.

I’ll conclude with two questions that might helpfully accompany such Buddhist-Christian 
cost-counting. First, if the efforts of Buddhist and Christian teaching communities “to restore 
. . . faith, courage and love” are met by threats of violence from powers within and beyond their 
societies, in what concrete but nonviolent ways might these communities support each other 
in spite of their deep differences? Second, how might they encourage each other to patiently 
persevere, without burnout, in the Buddha’s or Jesus’ practices for teaching love by embodying 
love?

It seems to me that long-term trust in the wisdom and mercy of either the Buddha or Jesus 
is built on practicing what they preached about reconciliation. The light that eventually shines 
forth from harmonious communities of practice can give them credibility for teaching others 
how to make peace. Perhaps daily Buddhist-Christian conversation might indeed help Buddhist 
and Christian teaching communities move closer to embodying the profoundly different, but 
in some ways similar, visions that the Buddha and Jesus gave their disciples of how they could 
become “the hope of the world”: by trusting that the reality that holds together all other reali-
ties is love that understands.7

Notes
1 Jesus affirms the end of item “2” in John 8:48–59. His declaration about his disciples’ common life (item 

“3”) in John 17:20–23 is reflected in Bonhoeffer’s epigraph that begins this essay, in which he uses the 
singular noun “life.”

2. I’m grateful for Sr. Tri Nghiem’s sharp editorial eye and comments on my first brief attempt to respond 
in writing to these “practical theological questions” posed by Thich Nhat Hanh.

3 In Plum Village contexts, I recite—and examine myself in light of—the Five Mindfulness Trainings 
because I find this practice a helpful (but incomplete) substitute for reciting—and examining myself 
in light of—the Ten Commandments: formerly a widespread Episcopal liturgical practice. I’ve never 
“taken refuge in the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha,” so I’m not a Buddhist convert or a dual belonger. 
I do attend Magnolia Grove Monastery’s Plum Village practice sessions and an Episcopal church.

4 The legacies of Jurji and Mackay continue at PTS in its World Christianity and History of Religions 
(WCHR) PhD program and the Overseas Ministries Study Center (OMSC). Due to Richard Osmer’s 
and James Loder’s global vision of practical theology, my PhD colleague Tom Hastings (OMSC’s direc-
tor) and I deepened our practical theological research with courses and guidance from PTS’s WCHR 
professors Andrew Walls and also, in my case, Richard Young.

5 Many seasoned Bonhoeffer scholars are convinced he was executed because—having abandoned his 
youthful “unrealistic” pacifism—he actively contributed to a plot to assassinate Hitler. I’m definitely 
not a Bonhoeffer specialist. It appears to my nonexpert eyes, however, that the “hardest” data of the 
Nazi charges and records from his arrests and trials, and the writings that he himself completed and 
submitted for publication, don’t clearly support the claim that he “outgrew” pacifism. So I wonder. 
See (1) Hauerwas, Stanley (2015). Performing the Faith: Bonhoeffer and the Practice of Nonviolence. Eugene: 
Wipf & Stock, (2) Nation, Mark Thiessen, Anthony Seagrist and Daniel Umbel (2013). Bonhoeffer the 
Assassin?: Challenging the Myth, Recovering His Call to Peacemaking. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, and 
(3) Nation, Mark Theissen and Stanley Hauerwas, (2018). “ ‘A pacifist and enemy of the state’: Bon-
hoeffer’s journey to nonviolence,” ABC Religion and Ethics, June 18, 2018. Available at: www.abc.net.
au/religion/a-pacifist-and-enemy-of-the-state-bonhoeffers-journey-to-nonviol/10094798 (Accessed 
December 15, 2020).

http://www.abc.net.au
http://www.abc.net.au


Thich Nhat Hanh’s Buddhist-Christian Vision

251

6 Bonhoeffer cites and prescribes New Testament examples of these practices in Life Together (Bonhoeffer 
2015). Thich Nhat Hahn cites and prescribes examples from the Tipitaka in Joyfully Together (Thich 
Nhat Hahn 2003c).

7 New Testament texts, especially texts attributed to John, abound with such affirmations. So do some 
of the Mahayana texts (especially the Pure Land texts and texts praising bodhisattvas) chanted in Plum 
Village centers. I assume that the words in these texts translated “love,” “compassion,” and “mercy” 
describe similar attitudes (see Thich Nhat Hahn 1996, 199 and 203–204 and Thich Nhat Hanh and the 
Monks and Nuns of Plum Village, 2007, 54–56, 188–198, and 327–330).
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This chapter treats the question of Buddhist-Christian encounter against the backdrop of Asian 
pluralistic society and new scholarly interest in multiple religious belonging. Asia is half of the 
world’s population, mother to many civilizations, host to more than 2,000 languages, and birth-
place of most of the world’s ancient religions. Christians form majorities in much of the rest of 
the world, but in Asia only the Philippines is majority Christian, and beyond South Korea, no 
other large nations record double digit percentages of Christians. Buddhist-Christian dialogue 
in this context looks much different than in the west. The core argument of this chapter is 
that Christians and Buddhists have been long-term participants in discussing multiple religious 
identities, although the ways they have done so are far different from many of the contemporary 
models.

This is primarily a methodological chapter. One of the challenges of contemporary dialogue 
is that it navigates a mix of dilemmas: historical baggage, religious ideas, sociological shifts, and 
theological assertions. Theologians, historians, and social scientists often treat multiple religious 
belonging in different ways, sometimes normatively, other times analytically or interpretively. 
Because the author works primarily with Protestants in Taiwan, this chapter is particularly 
interested in how Taiwanese Protestants have tried to make sense of their relationship to Tai-
wanese culture and religions, including Buddhism. This chapter follows an earlier effort to look 
at multiple religious belonging understood both theologically and sociologically (Seitz, 2013).

The first major section is historical-theological, looking at past examples of Buddhist-Christian 
dialogue, as well the challenge of movements that are defined as “new religious movements” (two 
interesting examples of commingling include the historical Taiping movement and the contem-
porary new religious movement, Yiguandao). A second section uses a recent sociological survey 
of Taiwanese religions to address key examples of multiple belonging. For instance, more than 
20% of Taiwanese identify Jesus as God or a god, but only around 5% of these use traditional 
Christian understandings. This section also raises the methodological question of how to pair these 
sociological understandings, which are often descriptive or phenomenological, with theological 
approaches, which are more normative. Finally, a third major section turns to how to make sense 
of Christian and Buddhist borrowings, contextualization, or appropriations. Here the discus-
sion turns theological. Religion is deeply intwined with culture, and the two are never fully 
separable. Especially for Christians, this means that polemic, coexistence, and borrowing may live 
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side-by-side. Do Taiwanese contextual theologies, which are sometimes anti-systematic, exhibit 
Buddhist or folk religious sensibilities? Does the polemic found in many religions deny the pos-
sibility of ongoing relationship? This chapter seeks to enrich a dialogue that is faithful to the local 
context and respectful of all participants.

Taken together, this chapter hopes to provide a set of data points and anecdotes that attempt 
to make sense of the way multiple religious belonging has played out in Asia, and how this may 
guide or direct discussions of multiple belonging. One of the challenges for the contemporary 
theological discussion has been to point beyond the individual experience of a few academics or 
practitioners and to look at how a variety of adherents have understood multiple commitment 
and practice. This chapter cannot be comprehensive, but it can identify key issues and begin to 
fill out a number of blank spots in current scholarship.

Asia: Buddhism and Christianity Among the “Religions”

“Asia” is an old term, ironically European in origin. The term comes from Greek, where it first 
was used to describe nearby, non-Greek regions. In English, the orient, the near and far east, 
and other terms were used for a period. Currently, “Asians” constitute half of the world’s popu-
lation, and the term is controversial on its own. In popular use, Asia is often divided three into 
three massive subregions: east, south, and southeast. Both Buddhism and Christianity had differ-
ent traditions spread over time. Buddhism in Asia is sometimes described according to southern 
(Therevada), eastern (Mahayana), and northern (Vajrayana) traditions. For Christianity, at least 
in China, it is often told as a series of four encounters: the Tang dynasty Church of the East, 
early Catholic encounter c. the Yuan dynasty, the Ming-Qing encounters, and Protestantism’s 
arrival around 1800. These encounters also align with Christian Orthodox, Catholic (earlier 
and later), and Protestant traditions.

In East Asia, there is some good recent scholarship on the problem of “religion.” In Chi-
nese, major religious systems were often called jiao, “teachings.” In the modern era, a new 
term zongjiao was introduced or repurposed to explain modern religions. Beyond this, another 
problem is that these teachings do not appear to have been as exclusivist as those in the west. 
There are variety of popular sayings about the “three teachings” (Buddhism, Daoism, and Con-
fucianism, sanjiao or rushidao) and also about how a common cosmic unity, rooted in yin-yang, 
five elements cosmology, and related concepts (qi, dao). Other sayings reflect that the teachings 
might each have their place in life (“a Confucian at work or school, a Daoist in nature, a Bud-
dhist at birth and death”).

A long-term personal dissatisfaction with Buddhist-Christian conversation has been that in 
many contexts, it fails to do justice to the ways in which the two teachings exist along with 
many other teachings in a single context; in China and Taiwan, Daoism and folk religion in par-
ticular interact extensively with Buddhism and also influence the context in which Christianity 
grows. Bilateralism may distort what religious belonging looks like. Multiple religious identity 
is particularly significant because it is arguably an aspect of Asian religions, but also a point of 
contestation in contemporary theology and religious identity. Scholars have long pointed out 
that “religion” is an imported word in Chinese and that the Chinese religions have long pos-
sessed different ways of relating—the three teachings, the significance of folk religion, pantheon 
change—than the monotheistic religions. In making sense of this multiple belonging, descrip-
tive sociological language often clashes with the insider accounts or theological approaches that 
propose ways of multiple belonging.

Especially significant is folk religion. In Chinese religions, folk religion includes the sort of 
classical mythology of Chinese civilization (yin-yang, five elements cosmology, use of qi and 



Jonathan A. Seitz

254

conception of the dao, etc.) along with a range of folk practices (beliefs about gods, ghosts, and 
ancestors; offerings; an annual calendar of significant dates; ritual around birth, death, and other 
events). Daoism and Buddhism are steeped in this tradition or have adapted to it, and Chris-
tians may also draw on the well of folk religion in building their faith and living in a pluralistic 
society. Both Christianity and Buddhism are remembered as foreign religions and have faced 
periodic purges or repression. The backdrop of folk religion complicates efforts to dialogue 
between Buddhism and Daoism, since both must draw on indigenous culture but may do so in 
different ways. Young has sometimes used the expression “triangulation” to explain these modes 
of interaction, and part of the creativity of multiple belonging is how religious traditions shape 
and reshape each other.

In Asia in the Making of Christianity (Young and Seitz, 2013), Richard Fox Young and I dis-
cussed Asian Christianity in the modern era. The title was an homage to a famous series, Asia 
in the Making of Europe. Our volume was particularly concerned with the question of conver-
sion—then an ascendant term in the sociology of religion—and in how to construe Christian 
experiences against the diversity of Asian religions. That volume included a mix of Christian 
experiences of conversion. The book illustrated how diverse Asia could be and how, as with 
“religion,” it is a term that both clarifies and obfuscates. Although conversion is often seen as 
linear (from one religion to another), we also saw that conversion may include multiple belong-
ings, movement backwards, or subsequent reinterpretations of the initial experience.

Arguably, conversion is the dominant Protestant language of religious encounter and many 
examples dealt with how first-generation Christians made sense of their new identity. I wrote on 
Liang Fa, the major convert of the first generation of Chinese Protestants, who adopted a strong 
iconoclasm and a vigorous Christian apologetic (Seitz, 2015, 2014, 2013). For first-generation 
Christians in particular, they often had to write Christian doctrine through a dialogue between 
the tradition of their birth and their new religion. Christians famously struggle to translate words 
like messiah, Holy Spirit, logos, and on and on. One of the fascinating aspects of Liang Fa’s work 
was how he described baptism by focusing on the ceremony and its meaning to him; mission-
aries focused more on gatekeeping and ensuring that converts’ beliefs were authentic. Another 
aspect of Liang Fa’s account was his polemic against insider religions, especially Buddhism. Today, 
polemic is still often a major part of Christian Buddhist encounter. Other contributors wrote 
on the nascent “insider movement,” Japanese priests who became Christian, or creative overlay-
ing of Śiva and Mary. While the main topic was on converts, it also introduced tensions often 
described in conversion: the individual and the community, the relationship to the ancestors, 
self-narrativizing over time, participation (or not) in ritual, and multiple belonging.

Multiple belonging occurs against this backdrop and may include those who change religious 
identities while remaining in the same community, or those who maintain their primary identity 
while developing other attachments (marriage, work environment, etc.). In East Asia, anecdotal 
examples of how this looks might include Christian missionaries who develop an attachment to 
local culture or religions while staying in a Christian framework or new religious movements that 
combine Christian and Buddhist elements against the backdrop of a new type of organization.

Multiple Religious Belonging: Hybrid Examples

A challenge in Buddhist-Christian studies is that dialogue often draws on traditional “official,” 
“bilateral” models of communication. In this perspective, leaders, often clergy, scholars, or 
other elites, meet and discuss with each other. However, in lived experience, there is ongoing 
dialogue that includes not only institutional representatives, or even texts in dialogue, but also 
cultural sharing, ritual negotiation, and alternative movements.
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Missionaries and Religious Belonging

For some Christians, Christianity also involved learning from local cultures and adapting faith. 
Xi Lian’s Converting Missionaries describes this turning toward local culture, typically by mis-
sionaries who lived in China and came to be sympathetic to its cultures and sometimes even 
religions. Norman Girardot found aspects of this in figures like James Legge, who had a quasi-
mystical experience at Tiantai; similarly, Timothy Richard is often held up as someone whose 
theological views shifted over his life and had some mystic orientation (Girardot, 2002; Kaiser, 
2019). When scholars describe their work, it can resonate with Knitter’s discussion of “crossing 
over” and “crossing back.” Having been immersed in Asian religions, their Christianity came 
away changed. Still, in these cases Legge and Richard looked more like traditional evangelical 
missionaries than contemporary pluralists. A deep cultural affinity along with personal relation-
ships at least allowed an escape from polemic and a move toward understanding.

Contextualized Christianity, or New Religious Movements?

The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, 1851–64, was also known as the God Worshipping Society. 
They themselves do not seem to have used the word “Christian” as a regular descriptor. There is 
vigorous debate over the relationship between the Taiping and Christianity. The Taiping looks 
like a Christian new religious movement (with an altered Bible, addition of Hong as Jesus’s 
younger brother, and unique approach to the Holy Spirit). However, it also looks a lot like an 
indigenous revolutionary movement; the White Lotus movement, 1794–1804, is often given as 
a parallel. The Taiping also draws heavily on folk religion, which is sometimes also anti-Confu-
cian. While the Taiping drew heavily on millenarian religious views, it was also anti-Buddhist.

Curiously, two recent scholars have made the case that the Taiping’s unique fusion theology 
makes it a Christian movement. Two China historians, Thomas Reilly and Carl Kilcourse, have 
argued this. Reilly’s argument drew parallels with contextual and liberation theology, while 
Kilcourse uses the language of “localization.” Both reacted to traditional theologically oriented 
approaches, which used ideas of orthodoxy or interpretations of scripture to condemn the 
Taiping.

In a sense, the Taiping is an extreme example (a massive revolution that lasted almost two 
decades and ended with violent extermination). Still, it stands as a major point in Christianity’s 
conversation with Chinese religions, particularly Confucianism and Buddhism. It also appears 
very similar to new religious movements, to use the more sociological term, or the insider 
movements described by some missiologists. Kilcourse criticizes “essentialists” who use par-
ticular readings to condemn the Taiping. Kilcourse writes: “While the above interpreters used 
the Taipings’ deviation from orthodoxy to suggest that their religion was pseudo-Christianity, 
this study will interpret the evidence and show that the Taipings constructed a highly original, 
localized version of the Christian faith” (Kilcourse, 2016, p. 4). I have reacted to both Reilly and 
in Kilcourse in reviews (Seitz, 2018, 2005) but also struggle to balance the competing claims 
made about groups like the Taiping. Reilly and Kilcourse highlight how Christians used nor-
mative claims to distance and compete against rival movements like the Taiping. The Taiping 
are fascinating sociologically, as they bear many of the hallmarks found in some new religious 
movements (N.R.M.s): charismatic founder, altered holy scriptures, millenarian beliefs, and 
special techniques for meditation, prayer, or worship. Part of the debate around the Taiping is 
methodological, with theologians placing them against traditional Christian doctrines, histori-
ans showing how the Taiping movement drew on Christian language and understandings, and 
religionists demonstrating how movements like the Taiping resemble N.R.M.s.
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For multiple religious belonging, such movements pose a particular challenge. Regardless 
of the merits of the argument made by Reilly and Kilcourse, no subsequent Christian move-
ments have been eager to claim the Taiping, just as the Taiping themselves used another name 
and argued against missionary Christianity. They believed their interpretation was correct and 
missionary Christianity was flawed. They were themselves arguing that they were the correct 
interpretation, not one of many acceptable localized Christianities. For Catholics and Protes-
tants, the episode also highlighted the barriers of faith and the dangers of localization. In this 
sense, the Taiping remains a compelling example of a mode of blended or multiple belonging 
that is something other than traditional Christianity, Buddhism, or even folk religion, but con-
tains elements of all three.

Yiguandao

Another movement presents the flip side, where an indigenous movement has added Jesus and 
Mohammad to a list of influential gods. Now widely known by its Chinese name, Yiguandao 
(also known as the Sanctuary of the Tao, Persistent Way, or Consistent Way), the movement 
has nineteenth-century roots but grew to prominence in the 1930s. In contemporary Taiwan, 
perhaps 3–4% of the population are Yiguandao. Philip Clart’s essay, “Jesus in Chinese Popular 
Sects,” provides a fascinating description of these movements that included Jesus in popular 
movements (Clart, 2007). The multivolume series this chapter is part of, Roman Malek’s Chi-
nese Face of Jesus Christ, looks at images of Jesus throughout Chinese history, including in move-
ments like this, in indigenous appropriations, as well as in the writings of theologians, authors, 
and others.

There is good recent scholarship on Jesus as a character within Chinese religions. While 
these are minority, new religious movements, they nonetheless allow for a creative appropria-
tion. In the past, Jesus’s story was incorporated into a Daoist book of gods, and it should not be 
surprising that Christianity can be dissolved and selectively inserted into the Chinese pantheon.

Yiguandao also qualifies as an N.R.M. While it is now multiple generations into its exist-
ence, it remains to be seen how it will eventually deal with its relationship to traditions like 
Christianity and Islam.

Multiple Belonging

These movements illustrate how multiple belonging has changed and progressed in modern 
times. Movements like the Taiping arguably showed how folk religionists and Buddhists could 
accept a “localized” Christianity that took on aspects of Chinese culture. Similarly, the Yiguan-
dao shows how a creative religious movement might easily appropriate Jesus or Mohammad 
into their hierarchy of beliefs.

These two examples also show the challenges implicit in multiple belonging. It often exists 
beyond the edges of the larger teachings and may challenge traditional orthodoxies or received 
norms. These movements are also not typical of the “dual-belonging,” entailed in recent theo-
logical discussions. Instead, they represent the creation of new communities that share aspects of 
local and borrowed beliefs. This gives some sense of the historical stakes in multiple belonging. 
Multiple belonging may be changing in modernity, but there have often been communities that 
grew between established traditions or that sought to radically rewrite a tradition via encounter 
with other traditions. The next section treats how contemporary sociologists have demonstrated 
ways in which Christian teachings are often intuitively included in Taiwanese religions.
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Contemporary Taiwan as an Example

About ten years ago, a group of Christian sociologists from major Taiwanese universities 
began working on a plan to survey Christianity in Taiwan. The core team was I Chin-chun, 
Yang Wen-sha, Hsiung Jui-mei, Su Kuo-hsien, and Chao Hsing-kuang. They came from a 
mix of sociology specialties: inequality, sexuality, education, government, etc. In the past, 
the primary methods of studying Christianity had relied on denominational reports, mis-
sionary estimates, and other rougher tools. They hoped to produce statistically valid studies 
similar to the U.S. Congregational Life Survey, which sought to survey thousands of con-
gregations and hundreds of thousands of Christians. In Taiwan, this led to two studies. First, 
there was a telephone survey that was able to survey a randomized sample of Christians and 
non-Christians. The second major study, which has been reported but not yet published, 
surveyed Christian leaders throughout the Taiwanese Protestant world. These reports were 
circulated as a series of edited PowerPoints, and then as two edited volumes (Lei, 2013; Su, 
2018; Yi C-C, 2014; Yi and Su, 2021).1

The initial 2012 survey also presented some interesting findings on religious identity: 
34% chose no religious identity, followed by Buddhist (27.5%), Daoist (15.4%), folk reli-
gion (12.9%), Christian (4.7%), Yiguandao (2.4%), and Catholic (0.6%). Because this was a 
phone survey and follow-up questions were not asked, it is hard to interpret the meaning of 
these catalogues. “Nones” have been a topic of broad conversation in U.S. religious media, 
but in Taiwan “no religious identity” may well just mean no formal affiliation. Similarly, 
“Buddhist” is not broken down. Taiwan seems to follow broader trends toward the growth 
of unidentified and the growth of larger traditions at the expense of folk religion and smaller 
traditions.

One of the most popular findings, which was often a highlight in public reports, related a 
question where the surveyors asked, “Is Jesus [a] God?” or “do you believe in Jesus?” In Chinese, 
which doesn’t capitalize or use definite articles (a god vs God), the question is more ambiguous 
than in English or most European languages; 23.2% answered that they “believe in Jesus” and 
slightly fewer (18.3%) answered that they “believe Jesus is [a] God.” A much smaller percent 
(5.3%) identified as Protestant or Catholic, and only 4.7% were baptized. The single ques-
tion highlights the nuance that can exist within belief. The broader question (believe in Jesus) 
captured all Christians, but also most from Yiguandao and some portion of folk religionists, 
Buddhists, and others. However, those who identified as Christian were much fewer, and those 
who had taken the step of baptism were still slightly fewer. For evangelical Christians, such an 
answer was seen as showing the confusion of folk religion or Taiwanese religionists, but it also 
was likely seen as threatening: for many Taiwanese, it is easy enough to believe in Jesus or say 
that Jesus is God, alongside many other gods.

Interestingly on the question about believing or having faith in Jesus, the survey did break 
out where the 23.2% of positive responses came from. Naturally, Christians accounted for a 
large percentage (5.3%), the highest number came from Buddhists (6.2%), then no religious 
identity (5.2%), Daoists (2.6%), folk religion (2.2%), those who believe everything (.9%), then 
Yiguandao (.7%), and finally other (.1%). Is it strange that slightly under a quarter of self-
identified Buddhists (100/462) would “believe in Jesus”? This is almost exactly the same rate 
as Yiguandao, which includes Jesus in some of its teachings. In the west, this disparity might 
be attributed to secularization, where some Christians do not believe Jesus is God. In Taiwan, 
however, it seems like a sizeable minority across religious traditions—including Buddhists, Dao-
ists, and folk religionists—are all able to include him.

257
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Multiple Religious Belonging

What does multiple religious identity mean in a setting like this? It is nothing like the fairly 
rarified, text-and-meditation directed approaches described by Knitter and others. It probably 
includes more blurring at the local level than is acknowledged. In Taiwanese society, there are 
still a host of beliefs, practices, and taboos that guide community life, and in which Christians 
often participate.

Christians come at things from another direction, and yet they face a variety of the same 
dilemmas. In a course, “Taiwanese Religions,” I would often survey students for the first day of 
classes. The survey had a mix of questions, some asking about local beliefs (qi energy, ghosts, 
death), others asking them about how Christianity relates to other traditions, and others asking 
them about family topics (Are they the first Christian in their family? Do eldest sons still inherit 
property in their family at a higher rate?). The goal of the survey was to ask students to start 
thinking about how their Christian faith related to broader Taiwanese society. Often students 
initially placed a fairly high wall between Christianity and indigenous practice, but on reflec-
tion they could see how Christians still participate in a host of Taiwanese practices (banquets, 
medicine, family structure, etc.).2

For most Taiwanese Christians, many aspects of identity are unchanged. For example, many of 
my seminary students accept a concept like qi, probably believe in ghosts, continue to celebrate 
most of the same holidays with family, use government-sponsored traditional medicine, and often 
import key Chinese religious emphases into their life (family structure, calendar of holidays, etc.).

The work conducted by Nicole Constable in Hong Kong also seems to hold true in Taiwan. 
Constable, drawing on June Nash, identified a Christian dualism among Hong Kong Hakka 
(Constable, 1996, 1994). In her view, Christians identified strongly with the Christian com-
munity and were hostile or highly cautious about non-Christians, while also finding ways to 
broadly participate in Hakka community life. Taiwanese Christians also seem to do this. Many 
use traditional Christians tropes to describe non-Christians (living in darkness, unbeliever, etc.).

In Asia in the Making of Christianity, I try to understand what this process would look like for 
Chinese Christianity, and I call it “pantheon theocide.” What I like about this approach is that it 
acknowledges both a type of violence that occurs within conversion, while also recognizing that 
it is not a complete decontextualization. Chinese Christians still identify as Chinese over many 
generations, and in some ways, they make the association even stronger: part of being Chinese 
becomes a connection to Christian identity.

This model has its problems also. For instance, in my experience, the average Taiwanese 
person has never heard of a “pantheon” (several terms are used, but none is a common term 
for local people), and the type of change that occurs in worldview for Chinese Christians is 
certainly different by degree from what happens with other changes in the pantheon, where 
a figure or figures are promoted or demoted individually or socially over generations. For 
Christians, the core trinity remains fixed but cultural understandings and rituals may reground 
Christian understandings and shape beliefs about death, the supernatural, or community life. 
Pantheon theocide is helpful, because it also explains that while all of the things David K. Jor-
dan says about the pantheon are true—gods can be added or removed, the status of gods in the 
pantheon is conditional, and gods can be exchanged—for Christianity, there is a durability over 
time that suggests that the degree of change in the Chinese Christian pantheon has been fixed 
more firmly, if not totally, than the other pantheons (  Jordan, 1993).

Jordan noted ways in which Chinese Christians asserted their own efforts at indigenization. 
Some of these include the types of glyphomancy that Jordan describes, associating the apparent 
meaning of Chinese characters with Christian stories. The example he gives is of the character 
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chuan for “boat” and how it has been used by Christians to describe a folk interpretation of 
Chinese characters; the character for boat depicts “eight mouths” (understood as Noah’s fam-
ily) on a watercraft. I heard such an explanation from my first language teacher when I started 
studying Chinese many years ago. Clearly, this is not etymologically accurate, but it is one way 
in which alternative genealogies are created for Christianity.

Historically, Christianity could be rationalized or indigenized in a variety of contexts. Simi-
larly, Chinese religious pantheons (be they formally Buddhist, Daoist, or folk) could sometimes 
accommodate Jesus Christ or aspects of Christian faith. In contemporary Taiwan also, both pos-
sibilities exist. Many Taiwanese can happily welcome Jesus into their cosmology, and Christians 
also make some efforts to translate Christianity into a more appropriate idiom.

Christian Theology in Conversation With the Teachings

Theologically, these diverse traditions present a conundrum. Another finding of the sociological 
surveys of Chinese Christianity was that most Christians in Taiwan are generically evangelical. 
They read the Bible fairly literally, believe in a real hell, and see Christianity as fundamentally 
incompatible with local religion. In popular church life, Christianity is regularly contrasted with 
Taiwanese worship (baibai) and “idol worship.” Recently, a former student shared about how an 
elder in her church threw out a new broom, because it had a picture of a dragon on it, which 
the elder viewed as demonic. This was especially galling to the student, because our seminary 
has two small dragons over the gateway. Nonetheless, it pointed to the type of bifurcation iden-
tified earlier. These types of tensions are lived out daily in church life.

There are Asian Protestants who have enthusiastically participated in the dual-religious tradi-
tion. In Taiwan, pluralist-leaning contextual theologians (Presbyterians Shoki Coe and C.S. Song 
from Taiwan, Kosuke Koyama from Japan) (  Joseph et al., 2018; Song, 1979) have had a strong 
place in official theology. There are also Asian Protestant scholars who do formal contextual 
work. These include figures like Hyun-Kyung Chung, a lay theologian and professor at Union 
Theological Seminary who was once “a temporary Buddhist novice nun” and spent a year in a 
monastery studying meditation (“Tara Hyun Kyung Chung, faculty profile, Union Theological 
Seminary,” n.d.). It is also somewhat common to meet Protestants who have worked in more 
liberal traditions, including process theology, liberation theology, or appeals to Tillich, Schleier-
macher, or others. Protestant theology of religions includes a mix of scholars who have staked out 
positions in different directions, via intercultural, contextual, and other theologies.

At least for Protestants in Taiwan, there are dangers in crossing community lines or violat-
ing faith articles. In Taipei, there are Protestant academics who work in religions, including 
Jung-Chang Wang, who studied Buddhism at Lancaster University, James Wu, who studied 
Confucianism at Boston University, and Shang-Jen Chen, who wrote a comparative dissertation 
related to folk religion and Christian identity at Princeton Seminary (Chen, 2004; Wang and 
University of Lancaster, 2002; Wu, 2008). Nonetheless, these projects have garnered no institu-
tional traction related to religious encounter in Taiwan by Protestants. Another former student 
had begun a comparative dissertation in the U.K., only to abandon it and return to a major focus 
on Augustine. Interreligious curiosity may be expressed within the tradition as it seeks to engage 
Taiwanese religion but rarely blooms into either dialogue or serious institutional commitment.

As seems to be true for the broader Buddhist-Christian conversation, Catholic scholars often 
have a deeper capacity to address and develop these discussions. For instance, one of the first 
books to treat the ancestor religion phenomenon cross-culturally and within Chinese tradition 
comes from an African priest teaching at Fu-Jen (Batairwa Kubuya, 2018). Kubuya uses the 
concept of “ancestor religion,” which he finds includes some 60% of the world’s population, 
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to connect ancestor religion transculturally and also to place it in conversation with Chris-
tians. A large section of Kubuya’s work treats the famous Rites Controversy, which questioned 
whether early Chinese Catholics could participate in ancestor worship or veneration. The 
movement reached its apex with conflicting orders from the Pope and Qing emperor and 
remains a living topic in Chinese Catholicism. Protestants also faced similar debates, with some 
calling for church discipline and others seeking toleration. Kubuya sympathetically explains the 
“either-or” situations Christians faced.

Fu-Jen University has also hosted an international Buddhist-Christian conversation (Chris-
tian participants were all Catholic). Because it has both a seminary and university religious 
department, Fu-Jen has managed to hold a level of interreligious dialogue that is rare in Taiwan. 
In the past, theologians have studied creative correlations between the concept of Qi and the 
Holy Spirit. A German spiritual theologian, Anselm Grün, has made regular trips to Taiwan, 
including copublishing and dialoguing with Taiwanese Buddhists. As with Protestants in Tai-
wan, it is hard to know how deeply this dialogue has penetrated into regular Christian worship, 
devotional life, or community.

Conclusion

While the “dual-belonging” debate in the U.S. and U.K. has fruitfully highlighted the experi-
ence of clergy and theologians who have become more comfortable crossing these boundaries, 
it also seems that the growth in pluralism and globalization has allowed for new types of shar-
ing that go beyond more individualistic or theological approaches. Often, multiple belonging 
is interpreted culturally, including a host of shared or communal practices. It may also veer 
toward creative, sometimes apocalyptic or extraordinary movements. Examples that highlight this 
include the exceptional Taiping movement and the Yiguandao religion. In Taiwan, surveys about 
religion have also shown how a mix of religionists can happily accept Jesus into the pantheon. 
Thus, multiple religious belonging may have both old precedents as well as widespread adoption.

The lived experience of Asians Christians, Buddhists, and other religionists shows multiple 
belonging can take a variety of forms, from formally articulated multiple belonging to new 
religious movements that might add Jesus or the Buddha to their pantheons, to popular belief 
that might casually allow for moving between religious systems and communities. Mediated 
through historical encounters, communal life, and transcultural sharing and borrowing, “mul-
tiple belonging” appears more complex and nuanced than it is sometimes given credit, as it is 
often in the interest of religious hierarchies to discourage multiple belonging.

Such religious interchange includes a multidirectional encounter with popular and folk reli-
gions and also Christian and Buddhist mutual appropriation. Encounter is set against the frame 
of old traditions, particularly folk religion and Daoism. Framing this encounter is challenging. 
In Asia, “religion” is a relative neologism and may highlight the distinctiveness of religions while 
erasing the cultural views they include and share. Similarly, Asia itself can include a broad range 
of definitions. This chapter has offered examples primarily from China and Taiwan.

While there are old encounters between Christianity and Buddhism in Asia, the coming 
years are also expected to bring a greater variety of encounters. How will belonging and iden-
tity function against this backdrop? Will there be deeper exchange? How will hybrid commu-
nities or new traditions shape such belonging? It may be well be that multiple belonging by its 
nature veers between broad, but shallow encounters (cheerfully accepting Jesus into a Buddhist 
pantheon, for instance, or Christians who admire the Buddha exotically but don’t have a par-
ticularly deep engagement) and the type of deep encounters that create new, hybrid communi-
ties. In this world, new religious movements will be transformed and changed.
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Notes
1 Su Kuo-hsien, professor of sociology at National Taiwan University, visited Taiwan Theological Semi-

nary on November 27, 2014, and shared the first presentation. The second presentation was part of a 
symposium at China Evangelical Seminary in Taipei on March 12, 2018. The first report draws on data 
published in Christianity in Taiwan (2014), and the second published as Changing Christians, Changing 
Churches: A Sociological Analysis of Christianity in Taiwan (2021).

2 “Chinese religions” is an established field of study and typically treats “Chinese” as connoting culture 
or civilization, not necessarily nationality. Thus, “Chinese religions” is used to describe the ancient 
practices and beliefs that are common throughout much of Han-influenced East Asia.
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Introduction

Many Christians have been drawn to engage in Buddhist meditative practices since the latter 
part of the twentieth century, influenced in part by the writings of Thomas Merton, and in 
part by the fact that traditional church services offered in Christian congregations no longer 
sufficiently meet the inner needs of those seeking a deeper spiritual life.1

Merton’s personal encounters with prominent Buddhist spiritual leaders including the Dalai Lama, 
Thich Nhat Hanh, Zen Buddhist scholar D.T. Suzuki, as well as Theravādin and Tibetan monks, led 
him write about new horizons of spiritual understanding opened to him through Buddhism, and to 
suggest that Christian monastic life may be given a new breath of fresh air in a “dialogue with Bud-
dhist monks and nuns through mutual participation and sharing of Christian and Buddhist medita-
tive techniques and experiences” (Ingram 2009, 106 citing Merton 1975, 309–325).2

There are a good number of works that detail their authors’ own engagement with Zen 
Buddhist practice, describing how this opened them to new horizons in their spiritual life as 
Christians.3 There are also essays by or about Christians who describe having come to a deeper 
appreciation of their own tradition’s spiritual treasures based on their engagement in Buddhist 
spiritual practice (Kasimow, Keenan and Keenan 2003; McDaniel 2018; Muck and Gross 2003).4

From among the forms of Buddhist meditation that have developed through centuries of 
tradition, this chapter will focus on Zen Buddhist practice and examine its key features in com-
parative light with the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, from among other ways of Christian 
meditative and contemplative practice.5

Zen Buddhism: Backgrounds, Development, and Structure

Meditative practice occupied a central place in the Buddha’s own life and teaching, and in the 
monastic-centered Theravāda tradition of his followers, was carried on for centuries thereafter 
in India, Sri Lanka, and surrounding countries in Asia.

Śākyamuni Buddha (“the Awakened One”) arrived at his experience of awakening as a 
culmination of a rigorous process of meditation that he undertook with earnestness and single-
mindedness over a six-year period. This experience brought about a total transformation of his 
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entire way of life, of his outlook on himself, on people, and on the world as a whole. Those who 
came to interact with him after this event, noting his wise and compassionate way of being that 
they could immediately discern in simply being in his presence, asked him how they too might 
become like him, and he gave them instructions.

When followers asked him questions about metaphysical truths, he kept his silence,6 and 
instead offered them the famous parable of the poisoned arrow.7 In short, if someone were to 
be wounded by a poisoned arrow, it would not only be useless, but also dangerous, due to the 
loss of precious time that could be spent toward addressing a matter of life and death, to be 
preoccupied with questions like who shot the arrow, what kind of bow was used, etc., and defer 
doing anything about removing the arrow. He enjoined his listeners to set such questions aside 
and instead give themselves more thoroughly to the task at hand: resolving the matter of a dis-
satisfactory mode of human existence (dukkha).

What the Buddha taught his disciples were practical pointers and prescriptions toward 
removing the arrow, that is, finding a way of liberation from the dissatisfactory condition of 
human existence, by cultivating a life of awakening, centered on the practice of meditation. 
Buddhist meditation then is the way toward removing the poisoned arrow that causes human 
suffering and threatens human life.

A basic state of mind to be cultivated in this path of awakening is mindfulness (sati), the 
seventh component in the Eightfold Path.8 It is a stance of paying attention, of being aware 
each present moment, “a quality that teachers from all Buddhist traditions enjoin most in new 
practitioners – yet say is the most difficult to teach” (Shaw 2009, 26).9

Two interrelated terms come up in describing the Buddhist meditative path. These are sama-
tha, translated as “calming the mind,” or “tranquility,” and vipassanā, translated as “insight,” or 
“seeing things as they are.” In the former, the mind endeavors to cease from its usual activities of 
thinking, analyzing, comparing, imagining, and simply quiet down in simple awareness of what 
is in the present moment, entering into deep stillness. Mindfulness of breathing (ānāpānasati), 
or placing one’s attention on the breathing as it comes and goes, while also being aware of the 
sensations of the body, is an effective way of quieting the discursive mind. This practice itself 
is meant to lead one to samādhi or a nondual state of awareness, bringing forth a deep sense of 
equanimity, the eighth step in the Eightfold Path.

The form of meditation described earlier has been practiced by Buddhist followers through 
the centuries, nurtured within the monastic-centered tradition of Theravāda Buddhism, which 
became a major influence in the historical, cultural, social, and other developments in countries 
beyond India, including Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, and other Asian countries. This form of 
meditation was introduced to the West from around the latter part of the twentieth century, 
either through Asian meditation masters whose teachings were made accessible to Westerners 
through their translated talks and writings,10 or through Western-born teachers who went to 
Asia to study with teachers there.11

This Theravāda-based tradition of meditation can be seen in the background as we seek to 
understand the other forms of Buddhist meditation that arose within Mahāyāna Buddhism, 
including Zen. “Zen” is a Japanese pronunciation of a Chinese ideogram pronounced “Chan” 
(based on a transcription of the Sanskrit term dhyāna). This ideogram became the rallying point 
of a school of Mahāyāna Buddhism established in China that declared its singular focus medita-
tive practice, the cultivation of dhyāna, amidst all the other forms of devotional and ritual prac-
tices that had come into vogue in Mahāyāna Buddhist circles at the time.

Proponents of the Chan school in China trace their origins directly to Śākyamuni Bud-
dha himself, through Bodhidharma, a legendary figure who is said to have brought this form 
of Buddhism to China sometime around the late fifth or early sixth century. Bodhidharma 
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transmitted the dharma on to Huike, who then carried the torch on to the next, to a succession 
of dharma heirs from teacher to disciple and on to the current day. What is transmitted, accord-
ing to the insiders of this tradition, is the fullness of the enlightenment of the Buddha himself, 
“a special transmission outside of Scriptures, not setting up words or letters, in a wordless way 
from mind to mind, whereby one sees one’s true nature and thereby becomes an Awakened 
One, or Buddha.” These four marks came to be the ideological rallying cry of the Chan school, 
to distinguish themselves the many other schools of Buddhism that were thriving in China dur-
ing those times.12

Chan Buddhism flourished and gradually won wide appeal, transmitted to Korea and then to 
Japan, where it continued to blossom and be enriched in the soil of these East Asian cultures. Chan/
Zen was brought to the West in the latter part of the twentieth century, as communities of practi-
tioners formed around Japanese Zen teachers who had come either to settle or conduct periodic 
Zen retreats in North America (Fields 1992).13 Their Western-born dharma heirs now lead Zen 
centers that can be found in major cities and other locations on the North American continent.14

The practice of Zen meditation consists in taking a posture conducive to stillness, breathing 
with awareness, and calming the mind to a point of being at rest in the here and now. Once one 
settles down into a stable posture, working through the usual distractions and initial discomforts, 
a practitioner is enjoined to simply pay attention, breath by breath, moment to moment, right 
here, right now.

The Zen teacher would usually guide the person to first get accustomed to the threefold 
structure of posture, awareness of breathing, and calming the mind, beginning by counting one’s 
breath during formal Zen meditation. After the practitioner has now settled down to this mode, 
one may be advised to set the counting aside, and simply follow the breath. As one settles down 
further and is able to maintain some degree of stillness in sitting, the mode called shikan-taza (lit-
erally, “just sitting”) is recommended. This involves simply being present and paying attention 
every moment, to one’s bodily sensations, to the sounds, sights, smells, touch, and simply taking 
each of these as just that, without judging, and being fully there. Just sitting, just standing, just 
bowing, just taking this step, just taking the next step, and so on. Each moment is experienced 
and lived to the full, just as it is.15

For those who are drawn to practice Zen to resolve the big questions of life, including ques-
tions as “Who am I?” “What is this life all about?” “Where do I come from, where am I going?” 
“What is the point of all this?”—a Zen teacher may offer guidance in kōan practice.16 A kōan 
may consist in a narrative, a verbal exchange between Zen master and student, or between two 
or more Zen Masters, or a question or statement that leads to an impasse of logical reasoning 
(see Ford 2018). This is an approach that is meant to trigger an awakening experience, an “aha” 
moment, and open up a new way of looking at oneself and at reality as a whole, in breaking 
through conventional ways of thinking.

Three fruits may come to be manifest in the lives of those who take on a sustained practice 
of Zen meditation.

The first fruit is a deepening of one’s capacity for focused concentration, not just during sit-
ting, but in one’s day-to-day life. One may also refer to this fruit of Zen practice as an enhanced 
capacity to be centered, present, and attentive, as one goes about through one’s day-to-day 
activities, in contrast with being inattentive, unfocused, dispersed. With this, one is able to 
“smell the flowers” along the way, appreciate the little blessings and gifts that life offers, from the 
smell of coffee in the morning, to the smile of a stranger one meets along the way, and also be 
more sensitive to the feelings and pains of others, leading to a more compassionate way of being. 
This first fruit of the Zen life is not different from the life of mindfulness that is practiced in the 
Theravāda based tradition of Buddhist meditation (Hanh 1999; Kabat-Zinn 2016).
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The second fruit is the opening of one’s inner eye, the eye of wisdom, to a deeper level of 
reality, in short, the experience of awakening to one’s true self. This is an event called kenshō 
in Japanese, literally, “seeing one’s true nature.”17 “Seeing one’s true nature” is another way of 
conveying the phrase “seeing things as they are,” used also to describe the spiritual clarity that is 
an outcome of vipassanā meditation. This is no other than an experiential realization of the core 
message of the Heart Sutra, a well-known short scriptural text of Mahāyāna Buddhism regarded 
as a succinct exposition of the “content” of the Buddha’s enlightenment (see Hanh 2009).

The third fruit, which takes an entire lifetime to mature, is the embodiment, the personali-
zation, the realization of what was “seen” and grasped in the experience of awakening to one’s 
true self—namely, the living out of a life of “seeing things as they are,” that is, living in the light 
of a deeply personal and experiential realization of the intimate interconnectedness, the kin-
ship of each and everything in the universe, in a life of boundless compassion, empowering one 
to give oneself in compassionate service to the world. In short, opening of the eye of wisdom 
(second fruit) flows naturally into a life steeped in active compassion for all beings (third fruit).18

The Ignatian Exercises: Background, Content, and Structure

The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius (henceforth, “the Exercises,” in the singular) finds its origins 
in post-Reformation Europe of the sixteenth century, with a background of Christian con-
templative tradition that goes back to the New Testament, and carried on through the Desert 
Fathers and Mothers, including Origen, Evagrios of Pontikos, and others (Lienhard 1980), and 
spiritual giants from early Christian history to contemporary times (Nataraja 2011).

The Exercises came out of the experience of a soldier-turned-servant of the Church, Iñigo 
of Loyola, later called Ignatius. Confined in bed for several months recuperating from a leg 
injured in battle, he was given an opportunity to reexamine and reflect on his own life and 
where he was heading, and during this time, engaged in meditative and contemplative exercises 
and prayer over extended periods of time. He emerged from this process a transformed person: 
from a worldly, vainglorious, self-centered, ambitious man, to one who was now ready to give 
his life in service of God and God’s people, in humility and obedience to Jesus Christ. His char-
ismatic personality drew a handful of young men to follow him, and he offered them guidance 
in the spiritual path that he himself had experienced and undertaken. What started out as this 
motley group of men who came out of the Exercises burning with zeal to serve the people of 
God came to be called “Compañeros de Jesus” (Companions of Jesus, or Society of Jesus), “the 
Jesuits,” and has now become one of the largest and most influential of men’s religious orders in 
the Catholic Church (Martin 2010, 11–28).

The Spiritual Exercises lays out the vision and mission of the Jesuits and is also offered to 
laypersons. Set within a Roman Catholic theological and conceptual framework, the Exercises 
became an increasingly sought-out spiritual path for the wider Christian community, including 
mainline and evangelical Protestants (Huggett 1990; Rushton 2018). More recently, it is being 
offered for people of other religions, or of no religion but who identify as spiritual seekers 
(Cline 2018; Haight 2012, 2014; Habito 2013).

After laying out a set of instructional notes, the Exercises opens with a preamble, and then 
goes on to take the seeker by the hand into a stage-by-stage process of inner transformation 
consisting of four phases, or “weeks,” culminating in a contemplative exercise called “Contem-
plation on Divine Love.” A person who undertakes the Exercises in an earnest way and with an 
open heart and mind opens oneself to a series of spiritual experiences that can be life-changing, 
just as it was for its originator, Ignatius of Loyola, and all those who followed him in undertak-
ing it through these four centuries up to our times.
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The preamble is what Ignatius calls “the Principle and Foundation,” wherein the exercitant 
is invited to consider the question of “the purpose of one’s existence.” This is precisely a central 
motivation that may move individuals to engage in the Exercises in the first place: “Who am I?” 
“What is my purpose in life?” And “what is my ultimate destiny, and how may I realize this?” 
(see Habito 2013, 33–50).

A seeker is ushered into the First Week, consisting in a set of meditations on the human 
condition marked by sin and alienation from one’s true purpose, and on the consequences of sin 
in one’s given existential situation. Included among the exercises of the First Week are medita-
tions on evil, on the violence happening in our individual lives and in society as the results of 
sin; meditation on death, on eternal damnation. These meditations are meant to evoke a sense 
of horror and disgust in the seeker, and eventually lead one to repentance. This is a “change of 
heart,” a metanoia, an internal event that involves a resolve to shun sin and all sinful behavior pro-
pelled by a self-centered orientation, and to turn oneself and one’s entire life in a direction that 
chooses all that is loving and good and beneficial and praiseworthy, rather than their opposites. 
In short, this is a resolve to live in the light of God’s love, and God’s love alone. Once this resolve 
is made, the exercitant is ready to move forward to the next phase of the Exercises.

At the end of the First Week, a set of guidelines for “Discernment of Spirits” are laid out 
for the exercitant, to help in making concrete decisions and choices in one’s life, in its general 
directions and in particular orientations. The seeker is now at a point in making a big transi-
tion, to live no longer according to one’s own self-centered goals and ambitions, but in the 
light of God’s love and as God wills one to live (Spiritual Exercises #313–336, Fleming 1983, 
113–121).19

How is one to live according to God’s love, following up on the resolve made at the end of 
the First Week? Where may we find the model for living in this way? The Second Week takes 
the exercitant to contemplative exercises on various narratives and scenes in life of Jesus as con-
veyed in the Gospels. It is in Jesus, the embodiment and incarnation of God’s love in the flesh, 
where we may find the model for us to live as God wishes us to live. We behold Jesus living 
among the people with a heart of loving service and selfless giving of himself to others. These 
contemplative exercises of the Second Week are undertaken with the earnest prayer addressed 
to Jesus, “to know you more clearly, to love you more dearly, and to follow you more nearly” 
(Spiritual Exercises #104, Fleming 1983, 49).20

During the Second Week, further guidelines for Discernment of Spirits are presented to the 
seeker. Now the choice is no longer between a self-oriented life or a love-oriented way of life: 
this is now firmly established, so the choices before one are about how to make choices of what 
is for the greater service, the greater glory, the greater love of God.

To follow Jesus more closely includes following him not just in his moments of joy and glory, 
but more importantly, in his suffering, and eventual death on the Cross. This is the subject of 
the contemplative exercises of the Third Week, wherein the seeker is challenged to go all the 
way in the resolve to follow Jesus: to be in solidarity with all the pain and suffering of humanity 
and stay faithful even unto death.

This death with Jesus on the Cross is also the death to self that the seeker willingly accepts. 
And just as Jesus’s death on the Cross was not the end of the story but was an event that led 
to the Risen Life, so the death to self that is undergone by the exercitant is what ushers in a 
newness of life in the spirit. This is the theme of the Fourth week—the glorious outcome for 
one who follows Jesus in his way of loving service to others, in his path of solidarity with the 
suffering of the world, and his death on the Cross. One who has now died to self, thereby 
lives in the newness of life with the Risen One, motivated and empowered by unconditional 
love for all.
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This Fourth Week is crowned by the exercise called the Contemplation on Divine Love, 
wherein one simply beholds all of creation on all its levels, basking in the glow of infinite Love 
being poured out on all of Creation.

The overall outcome of having undergone the Spiritual Exercises is a transformation of mind 
and heart, from a self-oriented way of life that may characterize our state of mind before we 
launched into our spiritual search, to a way of seeing and way of being inspired by, motivated 
by, and bathed in unconditional Love that one experiences personally in undertaking the con-
templative practices in the Exercises.

Zen for Christians, Ignatian Exercises for Buddhists?

As we have seen from the summary description given earlier, the practice of Zen follows a fun-
damental Buddhist stance of setting aside metaphysical speculation and instead focusing on the 
very pragmatic task of liberating the seeker from the dissatisfactory state of our human condi-
tion. With its stated principle of “not positing (not relying on) words or letters,” Zen practice 
does not presuppose nor require adhering to one belief system over another, although it does 
have in its background a long scriptural and commentarial tradition of “elaborations of Empti-
ness,” articulations of ultimate reality from the perspective of the enlightenment experience 
of the Buddha from Indian, Tibetan, Chinese and other sources that serve as reference points 
(see Lopez 1996; Cook 1977; Swanson 2017, among others). Words and concepts, as is often 
repeatedly emphasized in the context of Zen, are like “fingers pointing to the moon” and not 
representations of an “objective reality out there” to be taken at face value. Entering into the 
path of Zen opens an experiential way for the seeker to “see things as they are” for oneself, and 
in so doing, to find inner peace and joy in being liberated from the workings of the delusive ego.

For Christians, Jews, and Muslims and others nurtured within a theistic worldview and who 
are drawn to the practice of Zen, the question of “God” looms in the foreground: How is one 
to “deal” with “the God question” in launching earnestly into Zen practice?

Hakuun Yasutani, founder of the Harada-Yasutani Zen lineage with many Zen centers in 
North America, Europe, Asia, and other countries,21 was known to have told those from Jewish 
or Christian backgrounds who came to him for Zen guidance, to “leave your God at the door 
before coming into the Zen practice hall.” For Yasutani, one must embrace the Buddhist path to 
be able to experience and appreciate Zen in its fullness. In contrast, Kōun Yamada (1907–89), 
his dharma successor, welcomed Jewish and Christian and other practitioners without requir-
ing them to renounce their religion and suggested that they could become “better Jews, better 
Christians,” just as Buddhists could become “better Buddhists,” as they continue in a sustained 
practice of Zen (Habito 2004, 115–26).

Many practitioners from Europe, North America, and the Philippines who were Christians 
in leadership roles in their respective communities, as priests, pastors, Catholic sisters, and mem-
bers of religious orders, as well as laypersons, came to Yamada and undertook thoroughgoing 
Zen training under his guidance (Habito 1990). To these, he offered the challenge and invita-
tion to first experience the depths of Zen for themselves and let Zen shed its full light on their 
lives. He enjoined them:

Be thorough in your engagement with Zen, and then study the Scriptures and doc-
trines of your own religious tradition well, taking the words and concepts that mem-
bers of your community are familiar with, and use them skillfully, as pointers to that 
realm beyond words and concepts that you yourselves have experienced in your own 
Zen path. Guide them so they may be able to experience and live it for themselves.
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Gleaning from this, unlike his teacher Yasutani for whom holding on to “God” was an obsta-
cle to Zen practice insofar as it was a concept understood as denoting some “Super Being out 
there,” for Zen Master Yamada, “God” and related terms could be taken as a “pointer” that 
could lead persons to a liberating and transformative experience. This is a spiritual experience 
that would free them from a self-centered view of the world and open them to an encounter 
with Mystery, a realm beyond words and concepts that impinges upon the practitioner with 
compelling power.22

Norman Fischer, well-known Zen master and former Abbot of San Francisco Zen Center, 
refers to this realm as what motivates him to write poetry: “it is an encounter with that which 
is both so close to me I can’t see it, and so far away I can’t reach it” (Fischer 2003, xxv).

What Yamada in fact was inviting and challenging his Christian disciples to take on was 
nothing short of a monumental task, of revisiting Christian scriptural and doctrinal tradition, 
taking key religious terms beginning with “God,” along with terms such as “Word of God,” 
“Jesus Christ,” “Holy Spirit,” “Trinity,” and rendering these terms for seekers in skillful ways that 
they would lead to an experiential encounter with Mystery, a realm of the ineffable that leaves 
one in awe and fascination (Otto 1923). This move would reclaim the significance of these 
central terms, as pointers to a dimension that belies verbal and conceptual formulation, a realm 
that invites a seeker simply to “be still, and know” (Psalm 46:10) (Habito 2017a).

Engagement in Zen practice can thus open Christians to a rediscovery and recovery of the 
mystical dimension within their own faith heritage. It can help Christians rediscover the creative 
possibilities of “negative theology,” or the via negativa, that is, speaking of God not in just posi-
tive descriptive terms, but in a way that acknowledges the limitations of human knowledge and 
highlights what “God is not” (Smith 2012; Rocca 2004). There is a need to reconnect systematic 
theology with spirituality, regrounding constructive or systematic theology in contemplative 
practice. This is a task of rescuing Christian theology from the rationalistic restrictions imposed 
by modernity, but also from the intellectualization of theological discourse (to the detriment 
of its character as a spiritual pursuit) already discernible in the Latin Middle Ages. It is a matter 
of enabling this intellectual enterprise of theo-logy (“God-talk”) to become again a lived and 
living “faith seeking understanding,” as it is meant to be.23 Such a step would be a welcome one 
and help in reviving the spiritual life of Christian communities, with many devoted churchgo-
ers feeling spiritually undernourished by what is offered in their church’s traditional services.

In sum, Christians who venture into Zen practice, especially with the guidance of a reli-
able Zen teacher, are bound for an exciting spiritual adventure that would open them to new 
horizons of discovery and rediscovery of treasures within their own faith tradition, and further, 
challenge them with the task of finding fresh articulations of the living message found in their 
Christian faith.

On the other side of the interior dialogue, what may Buddhists, in particular, Zen practi-
tioners, learn from the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius?

The fact that the Exercises presupposes a theistic worldview, declaring this in its preamble, the 
Principle and Foundation, may deter those who do not share such a view from proceeding from 
there and entering into its various stages. If a Buddhist engages the Exercises with an open mind 
and open heart, however, and takes the term “God” not in the way many take it to be, as “a Super 
Being out there punishing the evil and rewarding the good,” but rather as a pointer to an experience 
of ineffable Mystery, the calling of a name that may occasion an inner transformative event in one’s 
way of seeing and of being, one may be able to proceed and learn a few things from Ignatius.

The prescriptions for meditation on individual as well as collective sin in the First Week may 
serve to illuminate the human situation understood in Buddhism as dukkha, a state of disloca-
tion, dis-ease, dysfunction, which arises out of alienation and separation from our True Self, 
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causing us to think, speak, and act in ways that are harmful to ourselves, to others, to the world 
as a whole (Habito 2013, 53–67). The disgust and horror at recognizing this in ourselves, as 
the work of a self-centered and deluded ego that we are able to acknowledge and claim as one’s 
own, is what can propel the firm resolve toward a change of heart, an inner transformation in 
one’s basic life orientation that is the intended outcome of the meditations of the First Week.

The resolve to turn away from sin is a resolve to live no longer according to the dictates of a 
deluded self, but in a way that is guided and empowered by a selfless kind of love. The contempla-
tive exercises on the words and events in the life of Jesus presented in the Second Week may be 
engaged in without taking a position on the question of Jesus’s divinity as taught in Christian faith, 
but by looking to Jesus as a model to follow in living in the way of love. These exercises are an 
invitation to behold, observe closely, touch, taste, smell, feel the living, pulsing reality of Jesus as 
the embodiment of love, showing us an example of how we too may live (Habito 2013, 83–108).

The Third Week, devoted to the contemplation of the sufferings and death of Jesus on the 
Cross, offers contemplative exercises to behold, observe, touch, taste, feel, and hold in our 
hearts, the poverty, hunger, illness, violence, discrimination, all the kinds of sufferings of our 
fellow beings, human and nonhuman, that are actually happening in our world today. It is an 
invitation, drawn by love, to stand in solidarity with our fellow beings in their suffering, with 
the resolve to offer our lives toward their alleviation, likewise motivated by selfless love (Habito 
2013, 173–189).

The contemplative exercises of the Fourth Week highlight the glory and joy that mark a life 
lived in a selfless love of one willing to give one’s own life on behalf of others. The culminating 
exercise of the Fourth Week, and of the entire Spiritual Exercises, is called “Contemplation on 
Divine Love,” wherein one beholds, observes, touches, tastes, smells, feels each and everything 
in the world, rocks and stones, rivers and oceans, trees and flowers, grass and fields, animals, 
birds, human beings in their various ages and shapes and forms, as wrapped and embraced in 
Unconditional Love. This is a feature of the Spiritual Exercises that most closely approaches 
the practice of sitting silently in Zen, simply opening one’s heart and mind to all that there is, 
just as it is, bathed in a quiet light, embraced in compassion. This is point where Zen and the 
Ignatian Exercises come to a point of convergence, as one simply sits in stillness, basking in love, 
embraced in love by the entire universe, and embracing back with a boundless heart (Habito 
2013, 200–211).24

A feature of the Spiritual Exercises that may be of helpful reference Buddhists and many oth-
ers as well are the Rules for Discernment of Spirits. This is a set of guidelines in making deci-
sions in one’s life journey, whether major, life-changing ones, or day-to-day practical choices, 
based not on one’s self-preoccupied goals and ambitions, but with a heart that seeks concrete 
ways to love in greater capacity (Martin 2010, 305–338; Habito 2013, 123–134).

Concluding Summary

Our examination of these two forms of spiritual practice, Zen meditation and the Ignatian 
Exercises, suggests that beneath the differences, there are underlying themes that converge and 
can be mutually enriching both for Christians and Buddhists as well.

Zen takes the practitioner into an inward journey of self-discovery, seeking to live daily life 
with mindful attentiveness to each present moment in each concrete situation. Such a mode of 
awareness opens one to glimpses of a boundless, timeless realm right in the midst of this very 
moment, a peek into an infinite horizon lurking beneath this finite humdrum world. Such 
glimpses lead one to realize intimate interconnectedness and kinship with each and everything 
in the universe, and open one’s heart in compassion, to live in a way that aligns oneself with the 
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sufferings and pains of all living beings, and direct one’s life in a way that may be of help in their 
alleviation. Such is called the way of the bodhisattva, the “being on the path of awakening,” that 
is another description of the Zen life.

The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius likewise leads an earnest seeker into an inward journey of 
purification, whereby one sees through the misery and pain brought about by a life of self-centered 
preoccupation (“sin”), and is led to renounce this, for a way of life marked by selfless love. It moves 
the seeker further into a stage of illumination, beholding concrete examples of how to live in a 
loving way, fixing one’s gaze on Jesus. Aspiring to be one with Jesus, the seeker proceeds on to 
the stage of union, moved to offer one’s life in loving service to the world, dying to oneself as Jesus 
died on the Cross, and living the newness of life in the spirit of Jesus. One lives one’s day-to-day 
life basking in unconditional and infinite Love, moved to ever seek ways to embody and manifest 
that love in responding to the needs of a world in pain, as a “contemplative in action.”

In sum, a Zen practitioner on the one hand, and a seeker who undertakes the Ignatian Exer-
cises on the other, will find a kindred spirit in one another, given their widely differing entry 
points into contemplative practice, and are able to see eye to eye, walking on common terrain 
that their respective spiritual practices open to them.25 They may recognize and reclaim more 
familiar treasures, as they continue the “interior dialogue,” and more importantly, as they join 
hands to cooperate in tasks of healing our wounded Earth.26

Notes
 1 Studies have been conducted on those who are religiously unaffiliated, or perhaps better, dis-affiliated, 
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 8 An important Pāli text that describes mindfulness and practices associated with it is Satipatthāna-Sutta, 
or Discourse on Establishing Mindfulness (Majjhima Nikāya 10), describing the four foundations of mind-
fulness, that is, body, feelings, mind, and things.

 9 Hanh 1999 is a very readable, widely popular work that lays out simple steps of living a mindful life 
and the fruits therein.
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Hanh (1926–) (see Hanh 1999, and over 100 books in English of his authorship), Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu 
(1906–93) (see Swearer 1991, and others); Mahāsi Sayādaw U Sobhana (1904–82) (Sayadaw 2016, and 
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 11 Among these, Joseph Goldstein (Goldstein 1976), Jack Kornfield (Kornfield 1993), and Sharon Salz-
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1970), Dainin Katagiri (1928–90) (Katagiri 1988), and Eido Tai Shimano (1932–2018).
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 16 Zen schools that offer guidance in koan practice include the Rinzai (Ch. Linji) lineage, and the 
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  For an overview of the wider stream of the Harada-Yasutani lineage, see the webpage by Prof. T. Mat-

thew Ciolek, www.ciolek.com/WWWVLPages/ZenPages/HaradaYasutani.html
 22 In technical terms, this would be a move from the “ontic” level to the “ontological” level.
 23 See Habito 2017, 2020, and 2021, as examples of attempts along these lines. Sarah Coakley’s work (2013, 

2015) highlights this point, among others. See also Prevot 2015 for an elaboration of this task.
 24 One may raise the question of how there can be such a “convergence,” given a theological view of 

the “relationality” of contemplatio ad amorem (i.e., between the Triune Mystery of God vis-à-vis the 
individual creature), in contrast with the nonpersonal character of the experience of Buddhist awaken-
ing. In response, raising such a question itself is already to put oneself outside of the experience of the 
contemplatio, wherein one is simply basking in the Pure Love as manifested in each and everything in 
Creation, and wherein the subject–object polarity of ordinary consciousness is overcome.

 25 This chapter, highlighting the converging elements of these two forms of spiritual practice, is not 
meant to downplay nor neglect the differences between Zen on the one hand, and the Ignatian 
Exercises on the other, as it goes without saying that these two come from widely divergent cultural, 
sociological, not to mention theological contexts. See the Introductory chapter titled “Two Paths of 
Awakening and Transformation,” Habito 2013.

 26 Ingram 2009 describes three areas of Buddhist-Christian dialogue, viz., dialogue on the “conceptual 
(theological)” level, dialogue in the “social (and ecological)” level leading to cooperation in shared tasks 
of healing our broken Earth community, and the “interior dialogue” of contemplative practice, which 
has been the main focus of this chapter.

http://www.zendo.dentangles.com
http://www.ciolek.com
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Over two millennia ago, the young prince Siddhartha sat under a Bodhi tree and vowed not 
to move until he overcame the deep-seated dissatisfaction that plagued the human condition. 
His resolution to “sit” occurred only after failing to find resolve in other spiritual practices of 
his day. During his meditative absorption, the soon-to-be Worthy One was confronted by the 
evil tempter Mara, who sought to distract the prince from this spiritual exploration. Siddhartha 
overcame temptation and attained Awakening after 49 days. As a way to illustrate this great feat, 
Buddhist iconography depicts the Buddha seated lotus style performing the Earth Witnessing 
Mudra (bhumi parsa mudra)—left-hand resting on the Buddha’s lap with the palm facing up 
while the right hand’s fingertips gently touch the earth—whereby proclaiming his spiritual 
attainment to the universe.

In the Christian tradition, Matthew 4:1–11 describes Christ’s temptation in the desert. 
Scripture tells us that the Holy Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to face spiritual tribula-
tions. During his 40-day ordeal, Jesus fasted and remained in solitude, a biblical pattern going 
back to the Old Testament with Elijah and Moses (1 King 19 and Exodus 3). Jesus, despite 
being tempted by the devil on three different occasions—hedonism (food), egoism (power), 
and doubt—proved victorious, and just as the Awakened One, he started his earthly ministry.

These sacred narratives illuminate conditions conducive to spiritual discernments: solitude 
and the wildness. The wilderness is the precondition for spiritual discernment to be amplified, 
decentralizing the very dualistic notions it presupposed, such as sacred/profane, society/wilder-
ness, and conventional/unconventional. The mundaneness of the profane, society, and conven-
tionality serves to pattern complacency, and therefore, must be abandoned, at least temporarily, 
for spiritual and existential cultivation, revealing a stark difference between conventional and 
subversive modes of being in the world (Ingram 2017: 5–6). These features are nothing new to 
religiosity, particularly for Buddhism and Christianity. Similarly, Alfred North Whitehead, the 
founder of process philosophy, noted that “religion is what the individual does with his own 
solitariness. . . . Thus religion is solitariness; and if you are never solitary, you are never religious” 
(Whitehead [1926] 2011: 16–17). He is not advocating solipsism, rather alluding to critical self-
reflexivity that religiosity demands.
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These well-known episodes in Buddhism and Christianity are merely a few of hundreds that 
evince the centrality of the environment as being intricately tied to the visceral and metaphori-
cal importance of spiritual traditions. After all, the environment is the ground upon which salv-
ific theories, however construed, work out their efficacy. Nature is an indispensable component 
of how religions understand themselves. Nevertheless, the spirit of globalization has relegated 
the power of the “wilderness” to a lifeless backdrop, designating it for instrumental use instead 
of a powerful conduit for spiritual growth and introspection.

Religious practices and theories allow for a more prosperous, holistic worldview, and it is 
precisely Buddhism and Christianity’s power to envision and reinforce alternative worldviews 
that I explore in this chapter.1 Although social movements are indispensable, there is an internal, 
private transition for external mobilization, as seen with the Siddhartha and Jesus—right under-
standing preceded their prophetic tasks. Therefore, this chapter is not dedicated to shared social 
movements of Buddhists and Christians. The reason for this is simple: fighting the variegated 
forms of injustice and inequalities, although strengthened through religious belonging, is not a 
task unique to religion. Humanists, secularists, atheists, among other nonreligious affiliations, 
similarly condemn injustice. What is central to religion in the context of environmental issues 
is their subversive worldviews. My contribution, then, is to elucidate contrasting Buddhist and 
Christian perspectives in the creation of an ecological civilization.2

For this contrastive undertaking, I engage two prominent and contemporary figures within 
Buddhism and Christianity: Master Hsing Yun (星雲), the founder of Fo Guang Shan order (佛
光山), and Pope Francis, Pontifex Maximus of the Roman Catholic Church.3 The environmental 
crisis, in part, stems from a lousy metaphysics, and these spiritual leaders tackle environmental 
issues from their Humanistic and Catholic perspectives respectively, offering unique foundations 
in approaching the environment anew. In revealing theoretical bridges for collaboration and 
discernment, this chapter seeks to catalyze greater solidarity between Buddhists and Christians 
in addressing ecological issues.

Sections one and two provide the distinctive ethical and metaphysical considerations each 
tradition embodies about the environment: Buddhism’s concept of radical dependency and 
compassion and Catholicism’s assessment of the structural contours of social sin and integral 
ecology. Section three suggests how they complement one another in effectively confronting 
the environmental crisis’s systemic problems through greater discernment. The chapter con-
cludes by addressing feminist critiques of the patriarchal structures inherent in Buddhism and 
Christianity, whereby successfully connecting masculinity with domination and subjugation, 
not only of women and the marginalized but also the environment. Eco-feminist sensitivi-
ties draw attention to the centrality of the feminine qualities needed for a greater collective 
approach to the environmental crisis.

Master Hsing Yun’s Humanistic Buddhism and the Environment

Master Hsing Yun, the founder of the Taiwanese Fo Guang Shan order and its affiliate Buddha’s 
Light International Association, is a leading figure in a movement known as “Humanistic Bud-
dhism.” Gaining prominence in the late 1960s, the emphasis on Buddhism’s contemporary char-
acteristics was a reaction against the cultural practices that see Buddhism being solely concerned 
with other-worldly affairs, such as funerary rites. Master Hsing Yun advocates a form of Bud-
dhism that speaks to dimensions of everyday life by fruitfully applying what the Chan tradition 
has to offer modernity: “Humanistic Buddhism prioritizes this-worldly issues over other-worldly 
transcendence, real-life over birth and death, the greater good over the lesser good, and universal 
deliverance over individual liberation” (Yun 2016b: 27). As one of the largest religious and charity 
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organizations in Taiwan, Master Hsing Yun’s message has been well received, and his humanistic 
focus continues to inspire new generations of Buddhist practitioners throughout the world.

In 2016, Master Hsing Yun addressed humanity’s most pressing issue: the environmental 
crisis. His book, Embracing Nature, outlines a Buddhist attitude toward nature, assisting practi-
tioners to recognize the importance of nature during these unprecedented times. In this task, he 
builds on two prominent features of East Asian Buddhism. The first is impermanence (anitya: 無
常)—one of the Three Marks of Buddhism (trilaks.an. a: 三相)—and the second is Buddha nature 
(buddhadhātu: 佛性). He discerns their conceptual importance, not by resorting to dense philo-
sophical discussions, but rather through rudimentary scientific and everyday observations. The 
synergy between these potent teachings establishes an interdependent world of transitoriness 
that elucidates an ontological affinity between sentient beings and their environment.

Impermanence

Impermanence and its ancillary concepts of non-self and codependent arising assert that

things are not born and do not die independently. Things are not unchanging, and they 
are not independent either; they are the combination of various elements, relying on 
combination to bring about their arising and cessation from one moment to the next.

(Yun 2016a: 81)

The application of impermanence is universal, not strictly materialistic, but inclusive of menta-
tion as well. Its classic formulation states: “When this is, that is. From the arising of this comes 
the arising of that. When this is not, that is not. From the cessation of this comes the cessation of 
that” (Anguttara Nikaya 10.92). In maintaining a worldview that demonstrates the contingency 
of all things, Buddhist insights have been formative in critical ecological studies, in particular, 
Deep Ecology, a philosophically oriented school of thought (King 2009: 122–123).

Master Hsing Yun draws attention to the cosmic story through the theory of impermanence: 
from the Big Bang to the formation of our galaxy, from single-celled organisms to complex, sen-
tient beings. He intends to disrupt fixed perspectives through the conditionality of all existence. 
His cosmological explication exposes the everlasting fluidity that characterizes the universe in a 
transtemporal perspective. Rather than focusing on viewpoints derived from a localized historical 
context, he constructs a vision of reality that decentralizes temporality: “Whether it is mountain 
ranges, hills, or plateaus, all things form and then collapse, only to form again in a never-ending 
cycle” (Yun 2016a: 64). Existence flows through the fourfold schemata of arising, existing, decay-
ing, and extinction. Moreover, just as the physical environment lacks permanence, so should 
ideations about the environment and societal structures (Yun 2016a: 80).

Here, he accentuates an extreme relationality, and as with any relation, there exist various 
capacities to nurture or neglect such relations. One such generalized relationship is that between 
humanity and nature. Rather than a passive, indifferent collection of things, the environment 
is imbued with a fostering force: “Heaven and earth, which nurture and support all life, are 
like the pure and pervasive Dharma body of the Buddha, which possesses infinite virtues and 
limitless wonderous uses” (Yun 2016a: 59). The dharma body (dharmakāya: 法身) denotes the 
ultimate status of the reality, serving as a conduit for awakening the Bodhi mind. But in what 
sense is the universe endowed with a nurturing predisposition?

Nature as an active agency comes from the bodhisattvas principle that upholds Awakened 
Ones embody comic qualities: the atmospheric patterns of the planets, the movements of heav-
enly bodies, the interaction between biospheres, and the like, are part of the Buddha’s cosmic 
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body that seeks to nourish and support all sentient beings. When nature is deemed as a merely 
passive backdrop on which human agency occurs, we fail to recognize seamless flow character-
izing nature’s intricate workings. Humanity, he argues, has become so accustomed, so dulled, to 
our ordinary perspectives that we fail to recognize the vastness of the universe (Yun 2016a: 87). 
This astute observation underscores humanity’s disconnect from patterns of nature that sustains 
existence in its totality. As such, nature serves to affirm impermanence and serves as a meditative 
object toward Awakening.

Furthermore, these connections between humanity and nature are symbiotic, that is, just as 
nature affects humanity, alluring us toward spiritual discernment, the inverse is equally valid. 
Humanity alters the workings of heaven and earth, and sadly, more palpably and destructively. 
Master Hsing Yun acknowledges this give-and-take paradigm but rightly declares that human-
ity’s shortsighted agenda has shamefully accelerated the destruction of the world’s networks 
and ecosystems (Yun 2016a: 112). In a universe characterized by impermanence and radical 
relationality, it follows that actions have spatial-temporal consequences beyond their immediate 
environment. Deforestation, ocean acidification, loss of biodiversity, and the like are the con-
sequences of an unfettered consumer culture, whose current trajectory leads to an inhospitable 
world. In the end, humanity is diminishing nature’s powerful causal efficacy for contemplative 
possibilities disrupting its nurturing patterns.

Master Hsing Yun reminds “us of the need to strive hard and work diligently; otherwise, 
what we have may soon disappear. .  .  . [It] reminds us of the need to protect our perishing 
environment” (Yun 2016b: 106). The inescapability of transitoriness, as vexing as it sounds to 
non-Buddhist, also supplies humanity the capacity to change its social trajectories toward a 
more promising future. In a world bound in radical relationality, fostering better relations is the 
key to alleviate suffering on a universal scale.

Buddha nature

All sentient beings have Buddha nature. This assertion is not limited to humanity but includes 
all forms of sentience, including vegetation. Despite this shared essence, the law of karma gov-
erns the Six Realms of existence (Gods, humans, asuras, animals, hungry ghosts, and hell). What 
is illuminating here is that we find diversification through unity, simultaneously being identical 
and differentiated. A  sentient being’s form transmigrates between realms in accordance with 
their karmic seeds, but their “original face” remains.

Humanity and animality are most mundane realms, and despite the Western intellectual 
tradition, particularly Aristotelianism that views human rationality as the pinnacle creatures, 
Humanistic Buddhism does not subscribe to such unambiguous demarcations. What is more 
pressing is sam․ sāra’s defining characteristic: ignorance  (Avidyā; 無明). All sentient beings are 
trapped in the samsaric cycle, and it is from this integrated understanding that Master Hsing Yun 
proclaims that “our human flesh is the same as the flesh of animals; our names differ, but our 
bodies do not. We are all of the same nature, and the only difference is in form” (Yun 2016a: 
49). Here, he is able to downplay this existential stratification of the Six Realms because it 
unnecessarily draws “a clear line between sacred and ordinary beings” (Yun 2016b: xvi), a point 
to which we will return.

By decentralizing humanity’s interpretive schemes, he paves the way for a holistic account 
of sentience, thereby blurring lines of supposed value. He suggests that there are no hierarchical 
structures of superiority in terms of existence, and in conjunction with impermanence, there 
are no favorites: all things arising, subsist, decay, and perish. Value is understood in terms of 
spiritual possibilities and cultivation. Buddha nature grounds this conviction, and yes, there 
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are different conditions of existence, but across the Six Realms, they all share a capacity for 
Awakening. The existential playing field is leveled, as it were, and the importance of hierarchy 
is reserved solely for spiritual cultivation (Yun 2016b: xviii).

If we all share in Buddha nature, and our task is to overcome suffering, it is only natural that 
universal compassion becomes a central concern. A deep-seated understanding of compassion 
(karun. ā; 慈悲) is imperative for any Buddhist practitioner, particularly in Mahayana traditions 
that passionately uphold the bodhisattva ideal—a being who has cultivated Bodhicitta or the 
“Awakening Mind,” striving to benefit all sentient beings through compassion and understand-
ing. This compassion extends to nature itself as participating in Buddha nature, overcoming 
anthropocentric favoritism.

An undercurrent to Master Hsing Yun’s understanding of Buddha nature originates from his 
Linji lineage that relies on thought-provoking illustrations to disrupt the discriminating mind. 
One pertinent reference recalls a Chan master spitting on a Buddha statue. The entire sangha 
was shocked, and some scorned the master’s action, exclaiming: “you could have spit anywhere, 
so why on the Buddha?” To this charge, the master countered, asking for a place to spit where 
the Buddha does not exist (Yun 2016b: 132). In removing engendered discriminations, one is 
able to sense the all-pervading nature of the Buddha. The nondiscriminating mind naturally 
concedes to impermanence and the universality of Buddha nature, dissolving self-imposed dis-
tinctions in favor of suchness, accepting things just as they are.

In summation, Master Hsing Yun’s approach to ecological concerns is traditionally envisioned 
and intellectually accessible. Impermanence and Buddha nature, along with their derivative 
concepts, are promising theoretical foundations for an environmentally responsive Buddhism. 
These insights expose humanity’s lack of perspective and offer an expansive vision of collec-
tive belonging. Impermanence powerfully suggests the conditionality of all things—biotic and 
abiotic—that gives rise to beneficial or unbeneficial environments. Furthermore, in the pursuit 
for Bodhicitta to rediscover our Buddha nature, Buddhists must cultivate beneficial conditions 
for all sentient beings that depend on an expansive web of communities within communi-
ties. This includes nature in its totality, giving sustenance to diverse sets of ecosystems that are 
instrumental for life itself. Master Hsing Yun’s perspective has much to commend, particularly 
in conversation with Pope Francis, to which I will now turn.

Pope Francis and Integral Ecology

The first South American Pope of the Roman Catholic Church has become a popular figure, 
accruing praise from secular and various religious communities around the world. In his assess-
ment of the environment, Pope Francis is firmly in-line with the Catholic Social Teaching, but 
where he goes beyond is revealing, particularly his use of distributive justice. This teaching is 
not new to Catholicism—examining the dynamic relationship between individuals and socie-
ties, and how wealth, justice, and power operate in and between them—but the Pontiff’s usage 
reenvisions its importance beyond anthropocentric and temporal confines. To capture this more 
expansive justice, he employs the term “integral ecology.”

His call to an environmental consciousness draws attention to planetary issues and their intri-
cate entanglement with human disposition, consumerism, politics, and globalization. Integral 
ecology invites a deep reflection of the complex interrelatedness of the diverse systems that con-
stitute our universe, seeking to grasp how the different systems of our shared common home, 
both naturally existent and human constructs, mutually interact, influence, and subdue one 
another. Nothing transpires vacuously, and therefore, his project revolves around characterizing 
the symbiotic relationship between creatures, society, and the environment.
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To understand the environmental predicament through radical relationality, he avoids simple 
reductionism, isolating a problem to “this or that” factor but reveals deeper systemic issues. 
Integral ecology is interdisciplinary in its scope:

Recognizing the reasons why a given area is polluted requires a study of the workings 
of society, its economy, its behaviour patterns, and the ways it grasps reality. Given the 
scale of change, it is no longer possible to find a specific, discrete answer for each part 
of the problem.

(Francis 2015: §139)

This powerful excerpt rightly conjectures that a dilapidated area is a consequence of a multitude 
of factors that cannot be regarded as a single issue caused by a single factor. Integral ecology 
rightly acknowledges that “a true ecological approach always becomes a social approach; it must 
integrate questions of justice in debates on the environment, so as to hear both the cry of the earth 
and the cry of the poor” (Francis 2015: §49). Environmental and social injustices are different yet 
indivisible: “[W]e are faced not with two separate crises, one environmental and the other social, 
but rather with one complex crisis which is both social and environmental” (Francis 2015: §139).

In avoiding their conflation, the Pope resorts to creation narratives to demonstrate creation’s 
inherent worth, a worth not contingent on anthropocentric or social concepts of importance. 
He reissues divine providence to the realm of creation, denouncing normative, instrumental 
perspectives of nature and argues that creation is imbued with inherent, divine worth. John B. 
Cobb Jr., arguably the first eco-theologian, noted in a similar vein that “the vision we need 
involves the conviction that the worth of the nonhuman world is not only its usefulness to us 
but also its value in itself ” (Cobb [1971] 1995: 17). Both thinkers concur that the re-enchant-
ment of the world occurs through decentralizing anthropocentric perspectives. This recogni-
tion, however, does not diminish the uniqueness of humankind as imago Dei whereby insisting 
on dignitatis humanae, but it does restore creation with divine purpose. It is not the human plan 
that bestows value, but the divine plan.

By reproclaiming divine teleology, the environment’s purpose must be reassessed. In refer-
encing a German Bishop’s Conference, Pope Francis maintains that “we can speak of the prior-
ity of being over that of being useful,” and that “the natural environment is a collective good, the 
patrimony of all humanity and the responsibility of everyone” (Francis 2015: §69/95). These 
remarks are ontological provocative and axiological poignant. The divine creator gloried crea-
tion because it was good, and the mere fact that something exists indicates its inherent worth. 
Furthermore, all that exists, exists for the collective good, a concept signifying the worth it plays 
for the communities of communities whereby problematizing concepts of absolute privatiza-
tion (Francis 2020: §120). The environment is a shared, common good, traversing geographical 
boundaries and, as we will see, temporal ones as well.

The Pope takes integral ecology to its furthest considerations, drawing out its rich layers 
of application. Pushing beyond current environmental problems and issues of marginalization, 
he highlights intergenerational justice. The common good is a broad term that includes future 
considerations as well: “each community can take from the bounty of the earth whatever it 
needs for subsistence, but it also has the duty to protect the earth and to ensure its fruitfulness for 
coming generations” (Francis 2015: §67). This is a crucial point insofar as the catchword “sus-
tainability” is no longer a possibility with humanity’s current use of natural resources. A genuine 
ecological civilization is based on regenerative principles, being sympathetic to future suffering 
in recognizing the potential needs of future generations.
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An ecological civilization is not possible under a technocratic paradigm that strives to con-
trol nature through technology, markets, and science. This economic vision has desensitized 
humanity to the environmental perils through consumerism and instant gratification. However, 
the fundamental issue, as identified by the Pope, is the depreciation and indifference to a reflec-
tive morality grounded on the common good. Because personal and provincial dispositions have 
overshadowed distributive ethics, it seems impossible to uphold an ethos for everyone and eve-
rything, leading to globalized indifferentism (Francis 2020: §30). Nevertheless, combating envi-
ronmental issues does not require more business, better technology, or an authoritative power, 
but a shift in our cognitive habits toward a more responsive appropriation of nature, humanity, 
and our shared future, an awareness that projects inherent worth and reverence to both (Francis 
2015: §244). This is Pope Francis’s most radical invitation: the call to unify all the great values 
in order to change individuals and societies for the common good. This is not a detached uni-
versalism that deprives “the world of its various colours” but a rich collective roadmap toward 
mutual human flourishing (Francis 2020: §100).

At this point, his methodological posture to integral ecology vision is apparent, requiring 
intergenerational, environmental, and social considerations. These multifaceted issues require 
interdisciplinary methods built on global collaboration and solidarity. Because the problems 
humanity faces cannot be located to any single factor—to be sure industrialized countries bear 
a majority of the responsibility—the Pope incites humanity to challenge normative assumptions 
and the global modus operandi and modify their assumptions to see the world anew. Master 
Hsing Yun similarly maintains that adjusting policies or advocating for science to mollify envi-
ronmental issues is a superficial answer to a deeper problem. For this reason, education may be 
the best corrective that allows us to think differently about the workings of reality. The Pope 
writes, “our efforts at education will be inadequate and ineffectual unless we strive to promote a 
new way of thinking about human beings, life, society and our relationship with nature” (Fran-
cis 2015: §215). At its best, education should be a disrupting societal force, and at its worse, a 
perpetuator of the technocratic agenda.4

The Pope’s eco-theology advocates for an ontological relationality, seeking to bring seem-
ingly disparate aspects into a communal treasury of collaboration in the service of the com-
mon good. This call for collaboration is accentuated by the theological recognition of the 
inherent worth of creation itself. Humanity is called by God to be stewards of the earth, not 
its dominator, for our well-being is intimately tied to our immediate and distant environ-
ments. The creatures that inhabit our earth are not things to be exploited or seen as nuisances 
to human development but rather they fully participate in the beauty of creation (Francis 
2015: §69).

In Communio: the Pope and the Master

Much can be addressed between these contemporary thinkers and their respective traditions, 
but in this concluding section, I focus on two fruitful areas of dialogue in the hope of creating 
bridges of collaboration for greater ecological consciousness and action. These aspects revolve 
around how they “grasp reality,” presenting powerful alternatives and challenging the dominant 
metaphysics of today. However, this concentration does not overlook the fantastic social work 
of  Fo Guang Shan  and the Catholic Church, both of which are immensely involved, from 
humanitarian aid and educational institutions. In this comparative task, I will speak more gener-
ally about Christianity and Buddhism, inclusive of Humanistic and the Roman Rite, but also 
applicable beyond.
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Inherent Worth of Every Living Thing

Nothing in the universe is trivial or meaningless. The resonation is apparent between integral 
ecology and the Buddhist insights of reality, both acknowledging a delicate balance governing the 
universe, whether divinely inspired or through emptiness. Nevertheless, Buddhism’s thorough 
concept of Buddha nature, I believe, can help Christians better attune themselves to this balance. 
Although Christianity speaks of the inherent worth of every human being (imago Dei) and the 
importance of creation as divinely willed, Buddhism ruptures hierarchical thinking so dear to 
the Christian heritage, specifically Scala Naturae or Chain of Being. Although not a prominent 
Christian theme today, vestiges of its medieval formulation inform Christian consciousness.

In its pure form, the Chain of Being distinguishes six tiers of existence that moves from perfected 
immaterial bodies (incorruptible) to the most base elements (corruptible): God-Angels-Humans-
Animals-Vegetation-Minerals. Such stratifications are precise and, unfortunately, set precedence for 
subjugation, with each tier being dominated by those above and free to regulate those below. Such 
suppositions have significantly shaped the Christian worldview, and as is apparent with integral 
ecology, the Pope nuances these sharp divisions in favor of highlighting their relational depend-
ence albeit not directly addressed. Here, Christianity is shown an alternative paradigm displacing 
hierarchical structures in favor of Master Hsing Yun’s dynamic interpretation to the Six Realms, 
encouraging a view of togetherness as opposed to spiritual and existential stratification. As Master 
Hsing Yun previously suggests, how can we truly distinguish between the mundane and the Body 
of the Buddha in an absolute manner? Between the sacred and the profane?

His relational turn is praiseworthy and responsive to the environmental crisis, but Buddhism 
can emphasize how the inverse of the Chain of Being is similarly true, allowing a robust bilateral 
movement. For example, microbes or microorganisms are essential for sustaining life on earth 
and regulating plants and humans. Without their sustained operations, life would cease to exist, 
whereby making humankind utterly dependent on their activity. Buddhist wisdom evinces that 
our well-being is contingent on incalculable conditions, originating from above and below. As 
such, Buddhism would find world peace unsatisfactory, as desirable as it sounds if it did not 
incorporate the well-being of every sentient being.

This heightened sense of interdependency allows Christians to better situate their existence 
in a relational matrix with all of God’s creation. Here, creation acquires another tier of worth, a 
worth derived specifically from biological necessity, in addition to God’s providence. God and 
God’s creation is that “in which we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Buddhism, 
in this regard, helps Christians manifest the Ignatian axiom “To find God in all things,” and 
I would add, “To find God in all things and their relations.”

Societal Karmic Structures

Buddhism, on the other hand, may better inform itself on the social structures of suffering 
through Catholicism’s social teachings. As Rita Gross rightly acknowledges, “Buddhist ethical 
analyses have focused too single-mindedly on individual karma and on the individual’s igno-
rance as the cause an individual’s suffering” (Gross 2011: 26). In contrast, Catholicism’s social 
understanding of sin powerfully expresses its infiltration into social structures. According to the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church:

Thus sin makes men accomplices of one another and causes concupiscence, violence, 
and injustice to reign among them. Sins give rise to social situations and institutions 
that are contrary to the divine goodness. “Structures of sin” are the expression and 
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effect of personal sins. They lead their victims to do evil in their turn. In an analogous 
sense, they constitute a “social sin.”

(§1869)

Sin embodies a Janus-faced essence, where personal sin bleeds into the social and social sin is 
operative through personal sin. The Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church states:

The mystery of sin is composed of a twofold wound, which the sinner opens in his 
own side and in the relationship with his neighbor. That is why we can speak of per-
sonal and social sin. Every sin is personal under a certain aspect; under another, every 
sin is social, insofar as and because it also has social consequences.

(§117)

Catholicism’s comprehensive dynamism of personal and social sin can help Buddhism bet-
ter articulate the broader implications of impermanence and suffering in a socially ordered 
Anthropocene.

The Church calls on humanity to decry cultural and social infrastructures that contradict human-
ity’s moral compass. The Pope attacks the globalized ethos, which he equates to a technocratic 
economy, which has broader consequences of which humanity intentionally remains ignorant:

[E]conomic powers continue to justify the current global system where priority tends 
to be given to speculation and the pursuit of financial gain, which fail to take the con-
text into account, let alone the effects on human dignity and the natural environment.

(Francis 2015: §60)

Personal and social karmic merits collide, making individuals implicitly involved in “Structures 
of karmic effects.” In this regard, Buddhism can better mobilize its voice against social and global 
forms of ignorance.

It is not that Buddhism or Christianity does not address these issues, but their unique per-
spectives mutually enhance one another in engendering a healthier ecological perspective. Sep-
arated by centuries and vast continents, Christianity and Buddhism developed within distinct 
cultural milieus to reveal remedies to the human condition. The concerns of each cultural 
setting were unique, but our current age’s planetary concerns are universal, affecting life across 
the globe. The collaboration between Buddhists and Christians, if mobilized, can be a powerful 
shift in the quest for an ecologically oriented civilization. Nevertheless, both Catholicism and 
Buddhism, I shall argue in this closing section, could greatly benefit in their respective ecologi-
cal visions in decentralizing masculine hegemony in opening a prominent space for the voice of 
the marginalized, in particular, the feminine.

Feminism and the Environment

In our postmodern world, universal narratives come under attack, and for good reason. Our 
language, even at its most precise, is multivalent. For example, “We hold these truths to be 
self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights.” Here, the universal claim—all men are equal with rights—did not reflect 
the American context’s intentions: “All men” subliminally stipulated “free men,” not slaves or 
women.5 And although universal narratives are still important linguistic tools, they must be 
scrutinized to galvanize them into a pluralistically informed narrative of shared solidarity.



John Becker

286

As eco-feminists have long suggested, the environmental crisis, in part, is due to an obses-
sion with masculine modalities. The Roman Catholic feminist, Rosemary Radford Ruether, 
explains that “there is a fundamental connection in Western culture, and in patriarchal cultures 
generally, between the domination of women and the domination of nature, both culturally/
symbolically and socio-economically” (Ruether 2001: 229). Although directed at Western cul-
ture, Buddhism is not without its gender inequalities. Rita Gross, a prominent Buddhist femi-
nist, argues that Buddhism, in theory, is egalitarian, but not in its application (Gross 2011: 26).

Although the Pope and Master Hsing Yun acknowledge the complexities surrounding 
environmental issues, they are relatively silent concerning gender inequity in their respective 
accounts. Women and children, especially those of the developing countries, are most vulner-
able to social and environmental forms of injustice. Tahera Aftab, a scholar of Islam and gender, 
indicates that the global ethos intensifies gender inequality through its neglect of sustainable 
environmental practices. Because nature and femininity are intricately tied, three layers of sub-
jugation may be discerned. She writes, “women who were already victims of double discrimi-
nation by their own men, and through exploitation during centuries of colonization of their 
lands, are now experiencing the third phase of their misery” in the form of neo-colonialism 
and globalization (Aftab 2011: 154). Aftab draws our attention to the multifaceted tiers of 
oppression under familial, societal, and global pressures that require first acknowledgment, then 
systemic change.

Adequately addressing gender issues are a pressing aspect in realization of an ecological 
civilization. Subjugation in any form is problematic and subliminally infects other areas of 
engagement. And when we examine prominent sanghas and the Curia, we are faced with an 
excruciating masculinity. Despite this institutionalized imbalance, we have a strong indication 
that an ecological civilization will coincide with a resurgence of the feminine: the conservation-
ist Jane Goodall, Native American activist Autumn Peltier, Vandana Shiva in India, Sheri Liao in 
China, Sweden’s Greta Thunberg, Fan Meijun’s Cobb Eco-academy, among others.

In summary, Master Hsing Yun and Pope Francis espouse effective agendas in envisioning an 
equitable ecological civilization. Their respective messages and traditions can only benefit with 
greater attention of feminine voices, exposing a layer of embedded gender complexities. In this 
collective common we call earth, no stone can be left unturned for it is through intercultural, 
interreligious, international, and intergenerational cooperation that a viable future is possible, a 
future founded not on better science or politics, but on alternative modes of being in the world.

Notes
1 Here I offer my own interreligious promises for ecology, yet others have undertaken a similar task, for 

example, Jay B. McDaniel (2009). With Roots and Wings: Christianity in an Age of Ecology and Dialogue 
(Eugene, Or: Wipf & Stock) and Paul O. Ingram (2016) You Have Been Told What Is Good: Interreligious 
Dialogue and Climate Change (Eugene. Or.: Cascade Books).

2 Ecological civilization is my preferred term in describing the hope for the future as contrasted to the 
technocratic global economy: “Underlying the language of ecological civilization is a holistic vision 
in which all aspects of society are rethought in terms of the ecological frame: agriculture, education, 
governance, economics, community, and more.” Philip Clayton and Wm. Andrew Schwartz, What Is 
Ecological Civilization?: Crisis, Hope, and the Future of the Planet (Anoka, Minnesota: Process Century 
Press, 2019), 10.

3 They are not the only prominent religious figures addressing environmental issues, for example, Thich 
Nhat Hanh, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Bartholomew I of Constantinople (“The Green Patriarch”), 
among others.

4 Cf. Jay D. McDaniel and John B. Cobb Jr., Choosing Life: Ecological Civilization As the World’s Best 
Hope (Gonzalez, FL: Energion Publications, 2020), specially 15–19. This concise text is an excellent 
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introduction to John B. Cobb Jr.’s prophetic hope for the future that captures the key aspects of his 
environmental philosophy, from 1972 to the present.

5 John D’Arcy May identifies this universal language as a roadblock for dialogue in his “Human Dignity, 
Human Rights, and Religious Pluralism: Buddhist and Christian Perspectives,” Buddhist-Christian Stud-
ies, Vol 26 (2006), pp. 51–60, 52.
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Contemporary Buddhists, even socially and politically activist Engaged Buddhists, have not in 
general been eager to embrace use of the term “justice.” Partially this is due to unfamiliarity 
with an alien concept rooted in the Biblical and Greco-Roman traditions. This is also partly due 
to uneasiness with the kind of justice portrayed in the images that reach people in Asia through 
the mass media—angry and grieving families calling for justice for their son who was killed; 
angry mobs calling for justice after their side in a conflict has been attacked—that is, retributive 
justice (S. King 2005: 207–211).

This chapter is an attempt to sketch a Buddhist theory of social justice by drawing upon the 
words of two contemporary giants: on the Buddhist side, we will base our thinking on the work 
of Thich Nhat Hanh; on the Christian side, we will draw upon the work of Martin Luther King 
Jr. They meet around King’s concept of the “blessed community.” They differ in their personae 
and the methods proper to these personae: King’s as a prophet; Nhat Hanh’s as a peacemaker.

We shall see that a Buddhist theory of social justice based upon Thich Nhat Hanh’s thought 
emphasizes:

1. a culture of nonviolence;
2. truly universal compassion excluding no one;
3. reconciliation of estranged or hostile groups;
4. the inseparability of compassion from justice;
5. the inseparability of nonviolence and justice; and
6. a vision of the Good Life for All.

Thich Nhat Hanh and Martin Luther King Jr.

Thich Nhat Hanh and Martin Luther King Jr. first met in June 1966, in Chicago (Peace 2016). 
This meeting followed a letter sent by Nhat Hanh to King a year before in which he asked King 
for his support in ending the war in Vietnam. After that first meeting, King nominated Nhat 
Hanh for the Nobel Peace Prize. They met for the second and last time in May 1967, in Geneva, 
at a peace conference. After that meeting, King came out publicly against the war in Vietnam.
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In his letter nominating Nhat Hanh for the Nobel Peace Prize, King wrote,

As the Nobel Peace Prize Laureate of 1964, I now have the pleasure of proposing to 
you the name of Thich Nhat Hanh for that award in 1967. I do not personally know 
of anyone more worthy of the Nobel Peace Prize than this gentle Buddhist monk 
from Vietnam. . . .

I know Thich Nhat Hanh, and am privileged to call him my friend. . . . He is a 
holy man, for he is humble and devout. . . . His ideas for peace, if applied, would build 
a monument to ecumenism, to world brotherhood, to humanity.

(M.L. King 1967)

Nhat Hanh has written of King, “The moment I met Martin Luther King, Jr., I knew I was in 
the presence of a holy person. Not just his good work but his very being was a source of great 
inspiration for me.” As a result of meeting King and other Christians, Nhat Hanh wrote, “I feel 
I have been able to touch Jesus Christ and His tradition.” As a result,

[o]n the altar in my hermitage in France are images of Buddha and Jesus, and every 
time I  light incense, I  touch both of them as my spiritual ancestors. I  can do this 
because of contact with these real Christians.

(Nhat Hanh 1995: 5–6)

Nhat Hanh later said about meeting with King:

We had a discussion about peace, freedom, and community. And we agreed that 
without a community, we cannot go very far. . . . And I told him that the peo-
ple in Vietnam call him a bodhisattva – enlightened being – because of what he 
was doing for his people, his country, and the world. . . . That is the work of a 
bodhisattva, a buddha, always with compassion and nonviolence. When I heard 
of his assassination, I couldn’t believe it. . . . But my determination to continue 
building the beloved community continues always. And I think that I felt his sup-
port always.

(Nhat Hanh and Oprah 2010)

To commemorate “the meeting and collaboration of these two bodhisattvas (Peace 
2016),” as community members put it, a monumental statue of Nhat Hanh and King was 
erected at the Plum Village tradition monastery in Mississippi, showing the two standing 
side by side, holding a document on which is written “Beloved Community” in Nhat 
Hanh’s calligraphy.

Clearly, King’s notion of the “beloved community” resonated deeply with Nhat Hanh. How 
did he understand it? And how did it fit into his own thinking on social justice issues?

Thich Nhat Hanh’s “Please Call Me By My True Names”

To open up our understanding of Nhat Hanh’s ideas on social justice, let us begin with an 
excerpt from his famous poem, “Please Call Me By My True Names.” This poem was written 
in response to events that occurred during the era of the Vietnamese boat people. Nhat Hanh 
had learned that a pirate had raped a refugee child fleeing Vietnam on a small boat; the girl was 
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so distraught that she threw herself into the ocean. Nhat Hanh reports being very upset by this 
news; after a long meditation, he wrote a poem containing these lines:

I am the frog swimming happily in the clear water of a pond,
and I am also the grass-snake who approaching in silence, feeds itself on the frog.
I am the child in Uganda, all skin and bones, my legs as thin as bamboo sticks,
and I am the arms merchant, selling deadly weapons to Uganda.
I am the 12-year old girl, refugee on a small boat, who throws herself into the ocean after 
being raped by a sea pirate,
and I am the pirate, my heart not yet capable of seeing and loving.

(Nhat Hanh 1987: 63–64)

This poem is shocking to many people when they read it for the first time. The parallel 
structure of the verses suggests an apparent moral equation of the pirate and the arms merchant 
with the snake. The poem seems to imply that since no one would blame the snake for eating 
the frog—this is nature; it is what snakes do—nor should we blame the pirate for raping the 
child. This is certainly enough to shock anyone’s moral sensibilities. But what is Nhat Hanh 
really trying to communicate?

A very brief excursion into Buddhist metaphysics is necessary here. The structure of the 
cosmos, in the Buddhist and pan-Indian view, is based upon causation. In Buddhist terms, 
things come into being on the basis of other things. This is the law of conditioned origination 
(pratītya-samutpāda). The Buddha summed this up with these words:

When this exists, that comes to be; with the arising of this, that arises. When this does 
not exist, that does not come to be; with the cessation of this, that ceases.

(Ñān. amoli 1995: 927)

All things in the universe, then (except nirvān․a), are brought about through causation—specifi-
cally, causes and conditions that bring realities into being. This is the fundamental worldview at 
the base of Buddhist thought.

Returning to the poem, three things should be noted as underlying Nhat Hanh’s way of 
speaking of the pirate’s deeds.

First, in seeking to understand (and, ultimately, to prevent) individuals’ wrongdoing, he gives 
a major causal role to society. In this poem, Nhat Hanh indeed draws heavily upon the Buddhist 
worldview of conditioned origination, according to which events do not occur in a vacuum, but 
every event has a complex web of causes and conditions without which that event would not have 
occurred. He moves our thinking into the territory of social justice by looking at causality and 
conditioned origination as a modern thinker. Among other features, modernity is characterized by 
the incorporation of the social sciences into one’s way of thinking—anthropology, sociology, psy-
chology, economics, and political science. Nhat Hanh has said this of his thinking about the pirate:

Consider a sea pirate who rapes a young girl belonging to the boat people. If you have 
a gun you can kill him, but you cannot help him. He may have been born to a very 
poor fisherman along the coast [and have lived a very hard life, without education or 
prospects. Ultimately, he becomes a pirate in an effort to find a way out of this life.] 
. . . If you were on the boat and you had a gun, . . . you could kill him, but you could 
not help him. Of course you would try to do anything in order to save the girl, but if 
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you cannot, you will shoot him. . . . But he was born into that life, and he has been 
a victim since he has come to life. Nobody has helped him. Educators, legislators, 
politicians, businessmen, humanitarians, humanists, no one has helped him, and that is 
why he is what he is there—he is a victim. If you kill him, you can call it justice, but 
I think that is less than justice, because he has not been helped at all.

(Nhat Hanh 2017)

Here, societal causes (entrenched poverty, unavailability of education or opportunity) are the 
primary causes of crime, and the individual criminals are victims, along with the victims of 
their actions. Criminal action is still wrong, and people must be protected from crime, but the 
situation also cries out for understanding of all, compassion for all, and a much larger justice 
that requires not only compassion for both victim and criminal, but a transformation of society 
as a whole.

We note how strongly these reflections bring forward the role played by society in condi-
tioning the behavior of individuals. In fact, neither in this excerpt nor in the entire poem does 
Nhat Hanh say anything about the causal role played by the individual’s actions in his previous 
lives in bringing about his present situation. Instead, he emphasizes the role of society as it acts 
causally upon—that is, conditions—the individual. Thus, causation and conditioned origina-
tion play major roles in his thinking, but karma—understood as the force behind the sequence 
of birth-death-rebirth of an individual—does not. (This is not at all unusual in Zen Buddhism, 
of which he is a part.)1 When Nhat Hanh does speak of karma in the context of social issues, he 
is more likely to speak of collective karma. In the following passage, he speaks out of the context 
of war and international acts of terrorism:

An act of cruelty is born of many conditions coming together, not by any separate, 
individual actor.  .  .  . The very ideas of terrorism and imagined weapons of mass 
destruction are already the result of a collective mentality, a collective way of thinking 
and speaking. The media helped the war happen by supporting these ideas through 
speech and writing. Thought, speech and action are all collective karma.

(Nhat Hanh 2005: 37)

That is, an individual is not an island. All of us—society—produce the situation of which the 
individual is only the tip of the iceberg: “When we hold retreats for war veterans, I tell them 
they are the flame at the tip of the candle – they are the ones who feel the heat, but the whole 
candle is burning, not only the flame” (Nhat Hanh 2005: 37). We also note that since society 
is identified here as the cause of the problem, the reform or healing of society must be at least 
part of what is required to prevent such crimes.

Second, Nhat Hanh writes, “I” am the girl and “I” am the pirate. Nhat Hanh’s use of the 
word “I” for the pirate and the girl, the child and the arms merchant, the frog and the snake 
expresses a profound nonjudgmentalism and compassion. Such nonjudgmentalism and compas-
sion are made possible by understanding the root, social causes of the misdeeds of an individual. 
As Nhat Hanh writes,

In my meditation I saw that if I had been born in the village of the pirate and raised 
in the same conditions as he was, I am now the pirate. There is a great likelihood that 
I would become a pirate. I cannot condemn myself so easily.

(Nhat Hanh 1987: 62)
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We cannot—or should not—condemn the pirate because he has been made to be the kind of 
person he is. Nhat Hanh comments further:

[I]f we know how to look at the so-called criminals, we will have compassion. Society 
has created them like that; they have not been lucky, they have been born into a situa-
tion where social conditions, and their parents and other influences, have created that 
kind of behavior, and that person is very much the victim of the situation. If we see 
that, we see the nature of interbeing in that kind of act, we will be able to be compas-
sionate, and the punishment that we propose in that case will be lighter, because we 
want justice. That’s not only understanding; that’s not only compassion – although 
there is understanding that has brought compassion – but that’s also justice.

(Nhat Hanh 2017)

It is natural to want to be on the side of the girl; she is innocent, she is unjustifiably harmed. But 
can we be on the side of both the victim and the perpetrator of crime? Buddhist compassion is 
universal; no one can be left out. The universality of Buddhist compassion may seem impossible 
to apply to a practical theory of social justice; do we not need to condemn social wrongs? In 
Nhat Hanh’s view, we certainly must condemn social wrongs, but we should not condemn the 
wrongdoers. This, then, is a Buddhist version of Gandhi’s “hate the deed, not the doer.” The 
wrongdoer is made to do wrong by a fundamentally unjust society—that is where one needs to 
make changes (while protecting the innocent from harm).

Third, non-self and Buddha nature open the door to hope. Non-self is evident: the value 
of non-self to a Buddhist theory of justice is that it implies that there is no such thing as a core 
“self ” or “soul” in a person that can be condemned, or written off, as “evil.” We are constantly 
changing beings formed and conditioned in an ongoing manner by forces and influences that 
act on us from without. People have been made to be the way they are; given the right kinds of 
external influences, they can and do change. Buddha nature, on the other hand, is always with 
us; it always is us on a deep level. Nhat Hanh writes,

[I]n each woman, in each man, there is a capacity of waking up, of understanding, and 
of loving. . . . The capacity of waking up . . . is called Buddha nature, the capacity of 
understanding and loving. Since the baby of that Buddha is in us, we should give him 
or her a chance.

(Nhat Hanh 1987: 9)

Buddha nature is every sentient being’s innate Buddhahood, innate wisdom, and compassion. 
We may or may not be in touch with our Buddha nature, but we could be, and no one is lack-
ing in this potential. The pirate is “not yet” capable of seeing and loving, but someday he will 
be—perhaps later in this life, who can say? Nhat Hanh closes the poem with this verse:

Please call me by my true names,
so I can wake up,
and so the door of my heart can be left open,
the door of compassion.

(Nhat Hanh 1987: 64)

“Please call me by my true names,” writes Nhat Hanh, and those names include both “refugee 
girl” and “pirate.” Both have the potential to wake up; both have the potential for the door of 
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compassion to open in them. Buddha nature and non-self are foundations of hope in Buddhism: 
non-self means that people can change, and Buddha nature means that everyone has the poten-
tial to develop wisdom and compassion.

To sum up: society plays a major role in causing individuals to be and behave as they do. 
Thus, when individuals behave badly, society bears a great deal of responsibility. For this reason, 
there is no room for notions of justice as retribution. Society is made up of individuals, and indi-
viduals are conditioned by society. It is therefore important that we reform society, so that rather 
than causing people’s Buddha natures to be buried in anger and delusion (due to poverty, poor 
education, a hostile environment, etc.), society can help individuals to develop in the direction 
of their Buddha nature (by giving them respect, kindness, and support). It is up to individuals 
to create such a society: “We are all children of society, but we are also mothers. We have to 
nourish society (Nhat Hanh 1987: 47).” These ideas are foundational elements in Nhat Hanh’s 
thinking about social justice.

The Beloved Community Is Social Justice, a Just Society

We return to the idea of the beloved community. What is the beloved community, of which 
King so often spoke, and with which Nhat Hanh felt such rapport? Simply put, the beloved 
community is a just society, a society that is just. This concept appears to this writer to be one of 
the few understandings of social justice that seems deeply resonant with the values and thinking 
of Thich Nhat Hanh, as well as many other contemporary socially activist Buddhists.

What, then, is this understanding of social justice? What kind of beloved community did 
King and Nhat Hanh have in mind and want to build?

First, we must say what it is not: there is no place in this concept of the just society for an 
understanding of justice as revenge or retribution, not for King, and not for Nhat Hanh. In his 
Nobel Prize acceptance speech, King said,

Sooner or later all the people of the world will have to discover a way to live together 
in peace, and thereby transform this pending cosmic elegy into a creative psalm of 
brotherhood. If this is to be achieved, man must evolve for all human conflict a 
method which rejects revenge, aggression and retaliation. The foundation of such a 
method is love.

(M.L. King 1964)

We have seen that Nhat Hanh has no interest in punishing the pirate, who “has been a victim 
since he has come to life. Nobody has helped him.” He must be restrained and helped—hope-
fully healed—but, above all, society must be transformed.

Second, and positively now, if we eschew a concept of justice that includes revenge or retri-
bution, the other side of that coin is a concept of social justice that embraces the reconciliation 
of estranged or hostile groups and looks forward to all people living together in amity. King 
said, “There is a second thing that we can say about this method that seeks justice without 
violence. It does not seek to defeat or humiliate the opponent, but to win his friendship and 
understanding” (M.L. King 1957a). During the war in Vietnam, Nhat Hanh wrote an antiwar 
poem that was made into a popular peace song called “Do Not Shoot your Brother.” Its lyrics 
contained the words:

Our enemy has the name of hatred
Our enemy has the name of inhumanity



Sallie B. King

294

Our enemy has the name of anger . . .
Our enemy is the effort to divide us.
Our enemy is not man.
If we kill man, with whom shall we live?

(Forest 1978: 12)

Third, for both King and Nhat Hanh, the absolute foundation of such a community is and 
can only be nonviolence. Only if it is built upon nonviolence can a community possibly be free 
of enmity and have a chance for amicable relationships. Martin Luther King wrote, “The end of 
violence or the aftermath of violence is bitterness. The aftermath of nonviolence is reconcilia-
tion and the creation of a beloved community” (M.L. King 1958: 30). Nhat Hanh said simply, 
“All violence is injustice” (Nhat Hanh 2001: 98). That is, the one to whom violence is done has 
always suffered an injustice. On the individual level, as we saw earlier, if we shoot the pirate, we 
can kill him, but we cannot help him. And on the collective level, as Nhat Hanh wrote during 
the war, “[T]ake the situation of a country suffering war or any other situation of injustice. Try 
to see that every person involved in the conflict is a victim” (Nhat Hanh 1975: 95). War itself is 
injustice, ultimately caused by such things as an “unjust world economic system” and collective 
“clinging to ideologies.” The “two sides in a conflict are not really opposing, but two aspects of 
the same reality” (Nhat Hanh 1975: 95). The soldiers are victims, pawns trapped in a massive 
chess game, ready to be sacrificed. The slogan, “no peace without justice,” which is so widely 
embraced today that few question it, is nonsensical to one who thinks like Nhat Hanh, who 
sees many conflicts as made up of two groups yelling at each other that they want justice and 
are willing to fight to get it. For Nhat Hanh, justice presupposes peace; it cannot be attained by 
violence, which in itself is fundamentally unjust.

Fourth, just as justice cannot be separated from nonviolence, it also, for both Nhat Hanh 
and King, cannot be separated from love or compassion. King declared that the love that was 
needed for justice was agape love:

Our motto must be, “Freedom and justice through love.” Not through violence; not 
through hate; no not even through boycotts; but through love. . . . [T]he end is recon-
ciliation; the end is redemption; the end is the creation of the beloved community. It 
is this type of spirit and this type of love that can transform opposers into friends. The 
type of love that I stress here is not eros, a sort of esthetic or romantic love; not philia, 
a sort of reciprocal love between personal friends; but it is agape which is understand-
ing goodwill for all men. It is an overflowing love which seeks nothing in return. It 
is the love of God working in the lives of men. This is the love that may well be the 
salvation of our civilization.

(M.L. King 1957c)

It is interesting that King identifies agape love with understanding and universal goodwill. These 
two are ubiquitous in Buddhism as wisdom and loving-kindness and/or compassion. Through-
out his work, Nhat Hanh has emphasized that understanding is the foundation of compassion. 
We saw a previous example in the pirate. Another example comes from his classic, Being Peace, 
where he tells of a boy who goes to wake up his sister in the morning only to have her snap at 
him and kick him. He is angry until he remembers that he heard her coughing a lot in the night 
and realizes that she must be sick. “At that moment there is buddh in him. He understands, he 
is awake. When you understand, you cannot help but love. You cannot get angry” (Nhat Hanh 
1987: 14).
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Fifth, for both King and Nhat Hanh, a just society and its laws and institutions will embody 
the recognition of the inherent dignity, worth, and equality of all human beings. For King, this 
worth is based on the belief that all people are God’s children. In his immortal “I Have a Dream” 
speech, King delivered the unforgettable words:

[W]hen we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring from every village and hamlet, 
from every state and city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God’s chil-
dren – black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Catholics and Protestants – will 
be able to join hands and to sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, “Free at last, 
free at last; thank God Almighty, we are free at last.

(M.L. King 1963a: 105–106)

On another occasion, King said, “Any law that uplifts human personality is just. Any law that 
degrades human personality is unjust” (M.L. King 1963b: 89).

Nhat Hanh aligns his position on this matter with the Buddha’s, as recorded in the Pali texts:

The Buddha often spoke about the caste system, and he talked about nobility in terms 
of thinking, speech, and action, not in terms of blood ancestry or race. In the teach-
ings of the Buddha, it is very clear that what determines the value of a person is not 
her race or caste, but her thought, speech, and action. . . . It is ignorance to discrimi-
nate, to think that you are superior to me or that I am superior to you.

(Nhat Hanh 2010: 53, 62)

Clearly, Nhat Hanh and King were of one mind on many aspects of social justice. They diverge, 
however, in their approaches to changing unjust laws, institutions, and cultures, as we will see 
in the next section.

A Significant Difference

King spoke with many voices. One of the very important voices he had was the voice of the 
prophet. For example, he said,

Privileged classes never give up their privileges without strong resistance. . . . Freedom 
only comes through persistent revolt, through persistent agitation, through persistently 
rising up against the system of evil. . . .

God has injected a principle in this universe. God has said that all men must respect 
the dignity and worth of all human personality, “And if you don’t do that, I will take 
charge.” It seems this morning that I can hear God speaking. I can hear Him speaking 
throughout the universe, saying, “ ‘Be still, and know that I am God.’ And if you don’t 
stop, if you don’t straighten up, if you don’t stop exploiting people, I’m going to rise 
up and break the backbone of your power. And your power will be no more!”

(M.L. King 1957b)

Here King speaks God’s words for God, as Biblical prophets did. He tells his listeners that there 
is a right and a wrong in the universe and that God put it there. He warns evildoers to beware 
God’s wrath and commands them to cease their evil. And he urges his listeners not to keep their 
heads down but to stand up and fight for what is right, knowing that God is on their side. All 
this is very much a part of who King was, very much part of what made him a great leader, 
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and part of his vision of what was necessary for social justice. This, however, is a voice and a 
persona that Nhat Hanh does not share. It is not part of who he is or part of his vision of social 
justice. Indeed, even without mention of God, this voice and persona of one who will stand up 
in the public square and condemn the powers that be and then struggle mightily against those 
powers is very rare in Buddhism. Of premodern Buddhist leaders, only the Japanese monk 
Nichiren comes to mind as embodying this persona (see Anesaki 1916). Today this voice is only 
somewhat less rare among Buddhists; probably its most outstanding modern exemplar is the 
great dalit Buddhist leader, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, who, like King, fought a great struggle against 
vicious opponents on behalf of the oppressed. This is a minority voice among Buddhists who 
work for social justice, though an important one.

In contrast, Nhat Hanh’s voice and persona is that of the peacemaker. Though he strongly 
believes that some things are wrong and must end, his approach is not confrontational or denun-
ciatory. It is not even overtly political; it is primarily spiritual and cultural. Nhat Hanh works 
from the inside out, beginning with an invitation and a host of practices to help the individual 
to “be peace” and working toward the creation of a culture of peace. The latter will as a matter 
of course produce a just society.

Social justice can be obtained through the transformation of our collective conscious-
ness, because consciousness is at the base of all change.

(Nhat Hanh 2010: 175–176)

Nhat Hanh has created methods to bring into being and maintain such a culture and society of 
peace, particularly emphasizing practices of dialogue in which estranged individuals or groups 
“listen deeply” to each other in turn, avoiding condemnation of the other, but sharing their 
own suffering and perspective, with the expectation that such deep listening will lead to mutual 
understanding, and from that understanding will come an end of hostility and mutually changed 
behavior (and laws and institutions when appropriate). He has claimed success in practicing this 
approach with groups of Israeli and Palestinian youth and advocated for local, regional, and 
global institutions to put this method into practice on all levels.

If we consider violence to be a disease, we can use the medicine of deep listening to 
treat it. . . . When there is violence inside us, it is easy to commit or condone violence 
against another person. . . . Couples, families, and nations are the same.

Why don’t we create a law that gives parents a chance to go to a workshop, a 
retreat, every year – seven days to learn how to take care of each other, to restore com-
munication, mutual understanding, and love? Why don’t we allow schoolteachers to 
go on a paid retreat each year so they can learn how to transform their suffering and 
understand the suffering of their students?

(Nhat Hanh 2007: 164)

In Nhat Hanh’s view, a just society would be permeated by institutions training everyone, of 
all ages and all walks of life, first in the development of personal peace, and second in active 
nonviolence—deep listening, loving speech, conflict resolution, mediation, and reconciliation. 
Nonviolence for him is not simply avoiding acts of violence and war; it is building a deep 
foundation, personal and institutional, to prevent the arising of violence. It is an active and 
comprehensive way of life (see S.B. King 2021b).
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The Good Life for All

Though Nhat Hanh embraced Martin Luther King’s vision of the blessed community, this was 
not the term he usually used. Nhat Hanh preferred to speak of sangha, which he understood as 
the practicing community.

Dr. King spoke of Sangha as a Beloved Community. . . . Martin Luther King, Jr. built 
his Sangha in his own way, and I have built my Sangha in my own way. But we were 
both sowing the seeds of peace, nonviolence, human rights, and togetherness.

(Nhat Hanh 2010: 219, 220)

In studying the work of Nhat Hanh and other contemporary Buddhists, I have come to 
the conclusion that a good term for a Buddhist understanding of a just society, a society that 
is as it should be, is the “Good Life for All” (see S.B. King 2021a). A Buddhist Good Life for 
All as found in Nhat Hanh’s thought has one important feature that must be added to the just 
society sketched earlier. It seeks the Good Life “for All,” that is, for all sentient beings, not 
only humans. It seeks justice, a Good Life—flourishing—for the entire natural world, all its 
inhabitants, and all its eco-systems. We see this in Nhat Hanh’s version of the first lay precept, 
which, in his words, states, “I vow to cultivate compassion and learn ways to protect the lives 
of people, animals, plants, and minerals” (Nhat Hanh 1993: 13). He comments, “We humans 
are made entirely of non-human elements, such as plants, minerals, earth, clouds, and sun-
shine. For our practice to be deep and true, we must include the ecosystem” (Nhat Hanh 1993: 
13). This being the case, “The Earth is not just the environment. The Earth is us. Everything 
depends on whether we have this insight or not” (Nhat Hanh 2013: 27). The individual, soci-
ety, and the Earth all “inter-are.” Thus, justice must embrace them all. Our care for the Earth 
and its inhabitants is not only instrumental, however. “Every Buddhist practitioner should be 
a protector of the environment. Minerals have their own lives, too. In Buddhist monasteries, 
we chant, “Both sentient and non-sentient beings will realize full enlightenment” (Nhat Hanh 
1993: 14).

Conclusion

This is a sketch of the Good Life for All = blessed community = just society = social justice as 
conceived by Thich Nhat Hanh. It would not do for all Buddhists, not even all modern Bud-
dhists or Engaged Buddhists. It is “a” Buddhist theory of social justice, by no means “the” such 
theory. The view of B.R. Ambedkar, for example, would be closer to Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
view than to Nhat Hanh’s. However, it is a theory that might work for those Buddhists who, 
like Nhat Hanh, prize peace above all other goods, who agree with Nhat Hanh that “all vio-
lence is injustice,” and who believe that the way to create a just society is by working from the 
inside out, by “being peace” and then helping to build a culture of peace and the social institu-
tions that grow out of such a culture.

Note
1 In a question and answer session, Nhat Hanh turns aside the question, “Why do people have different 

karma?” answering, “Are you sure?” and suggesting that his listeners should transcend ideas of individual 
and collective karmas (Nhat Hanh 2015).
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Introduction

Buddhist-Christian dialogue as an encounter between individuals and groups is an interreligious 
learning process. This article looks into (1) forms and (2) fields of learning in Buddhist-Christian 
dialogue and analyzes (3) the processes of learning. It also describes and analyzes (4) intermon-
astic, (5) spiritual, and (6) theological dialogue as important areas in Buddhist-Christian learning 
encounters. A challenging aspect of interreligious learning in Buddhist-Christian dialogue are 
also the traces of (7) lessons learned in both religions and their corresponding local cultures. 
Architectural inspiration of Zen temples in Christian prayer and meditations rooms and churches 
or musical contributions of lay-choirs in Buddhist temple ceremonies are some examples that 
will be described and analyzed as a process of learning. Finally, (8) possible learning processes in 
the future of Buddhist-Christian dialogue are spelled out in the final part of the paper.

Interreligious learning (I.R.L.) is understood as learning from each other and about each 
other’s religions. The main perspectives on this process of learning focus on the pedagogical 
aspect in different settings or on the process of transformation in an individual or a group. 
Judith A. Berling (Berling 2007:25) describes two complementary poles of a Christian I.R.L. 
process: (1) the desire to understand the other religion as fairly and accurately as possible and 
(2) the reappropriation of the Christian tradition in light of the new encounter with the other. 
With Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Berling describes the first pole as understanding the universe for 
believers in the light of their own tradition.

Karlo Meyer offers two definitions, a more pedagogical one, focusing on schools and a wider 
definition that can be applied to the context of Buddhist-Christian dialogue. Myers states:

by interreligious learning in a broader sense I understand a development of compe-
tence in religious matters, which is due to the fact that the learners integrate facts, 
questions and contexts into their own options for thinking and acting, whose religious 
background is constituted differently from their own.

(Meyer 2019: 52)1

In his contribution titled Interreligious Learning: Dialogue, Spirituality, and the Christian Imagi-
nation, Michael Barnes intends “to draw attention away from the search for cross-religious 
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universals and on to the much more open-ended question of how one responds to truth, what 
impact it makes, what one does to realise truth” (Barnes 2012: 292).

These different angles on learning in Buddhist-Christian dialogue show not only the main 
perspectives of describing or shaping (gestalten) this process of transformation, but also a shifting 
in terms of contents, fields, forms, and focus.

It’s also interesting that many notice what could be seen as an asymmetric interest in I.R.L. 
from a Christian perspective. There are, of course, also Buddhist notions of learning, but not too 
many. One reason for this can be seen in the historical roots of Buddhist-Christian dialogue itself.

The first and only account2 of a learning process about Buddhists by Christians in early 
Christian literature can be found in Clemens of Alexandrines Stromata: “Some, too, of the 
Indians obey the precepts of Buddha; whom, on account of his extraordinary sanctity, they have 
raised to divine honours” (Stromata I,15:71,6).3 From a learning perspective, this brief account 
indicates that there had to be more contact to be able to state that Buddha was “raised to divine 
honours” but not seen as a god.

The traveling-legend of Barlaam and Josaphat is attributed to John of Damascus, who trans-
formed the legend of Buddha’s life into a Christian context.4 The common name Josaphat (  Joseph) 
is a verbal corruption of the name Joasaph. This name in turn goes back to the Persian Budasif, 
meaning bodhisattva. The legend was also transferred to other religions (e.g., the Jewish tale Ben 
ha-Melekh ve ha-Nazir = the son of the king and the saint), including Judaism, Islam, Manicheism, 
and Christianity.5 In the Catholic Church, the two saints were celebrated on November 27, in the 
Georgic-orthodox church on May 17, and in the Greek-orthodox church on August 26. In terms 
of learning, there seem to be values in the life of the historical Buddha, which impressed not only 
the Buddhist community, but also the Catholic community. The main point of the legend of Bud-
dha is his realization that the real question of life is the understanding of suffering. The image of the 
poor, the sick, and the dead in the legend of Buddha’s life and in the story of Josaphat (there, it is 
even split in two parts) could be seen as one linking point of the learning process.

The Christian missionaries were the first who dialogued with Buddhists to learn about their 
religion, rituals, and beliefs.6 Some historians like Jerry H. Bentley and Elaine Pagels think that 
there is a remarkable influence of Buddhism in the early development of Christianity.7

Of course, even this is not a dialogue in the present sense of the word. Missionaries started 
an active process of learning about Buddhism. Since the sixth century, Nestorian Christians 
were present in China; but except for Christian relics to indicate their presence, we have no 
deeper knowledge of a dialogue with Buddhism or their comment on the advent of Chan. 
More is known about the Jesuit Matteo Ricci’s (1552–1610) dialogue with Confucianism and 
later Buddhism. In Japan, the Jesuit Franz Xaver 1543 had dialogue attempts, but prosecution 
against Christians started 1614. Christianity was forbidden until 1873. In 1620, the Jesuit Fukan 
Fabian turns to Buddhism and writes his apologetic “Against the Christian God” (Ha Daiusu).8 
In terms of learning, the most interesting aspect is that his transfer of Jesuit Christian theologian 
structure and logic was now transferred into Buddhist scholarship and used against the Chris-
tian teaching of God. Ironically, a polemic apologetic tone in Buddhist-Christian interaction 
starts with Fabian’s anti-Buddhist writing on Meditation and Zen being nihilistic and pointless, 
which he wrote before he turned to Buddhism again. His disputants took those arguments up 
once more to use them now against him.9

In the West, it was Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) and Leibniz, who both expected a 
radical chance in thinking due to the encounter with Buddhism. Neto (2007, 2015)10 sees in 
Leibniz’s attempt to understand Buddhism nothing more than a mirror of his own thoughts. 
But nevertheless, those philosophers broke the ice for Western thinkers to discover Buddhist 
philosophy as a view into the meaning of “selflessness.”
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Jesuit Hugo Makibi Enomiya-Lassalle (1898–1990) brought a first form of “Christian Zen” 
to Catholic Europe.11 On the Christian side, the two main learning aspects were a form for 
contemplative prayer and a renewed interest in mysticism. Discovery of new horizons for inter-
monastic dialogue and theological reflections on both sides.

The Buddhist John Makransky (2011) has called on Buddhists’ open inclusivism, suggesting 
that Buddhism can learn from Christianity in the form of dialogue. In South Korea, Buddhism 
showed an interest in liturgical forms (Senecal 2001: 104) and structures of monastic order as 
fields of learning.

1. Forms of Learning in Buddhist-Christian Dialogue

A document published by the Vatican council for interreligious dialogue in 1984 categorized 
dialogue in four different forms: the dialogue of life, action, theological exchange, and religious 
experience.12 These forms in practice often overlap and distinctions are blurred, but the catego-
ries can help to look at forms of learning in Buddhist-Christian dialogue (BCD), since they hint 
to dialogue types of learning (Rötting 2012).

The Dialogue of Religious Experience involves a form of learning in which people participate 
in discussion or practice to understand each other’s religious traditions, ways of life, and spiritual 
values by experience. David A. Kolbs’s (1984) understanding of learning as experiential fits this 
analysis. The attempt of Lassalle to grasp the root of the Zen tradition by doing Zen is a great 
historical example. His theological struggles to frame his experience is a hint to the fact that 
the practical experience of Zen was deeper. In an empirical study, Rötting (2007, 2012) was 
able to show that the way many Christians practice Zen can be understood in this category. 
The Japanese Zen Lineage, combining Soto and Rinzai practice, Sanbō Kyōdan, founded by 
Hakuun Yasutani in 1954, is one of the most influential Zen schools among Christians. Koun 
Yamada gave several Western students, among them Christians and Christian referents, priests, 
and monks, the authority to teach. Some run their own Zen centers.13 They all reflected a 
dialogue of experience. The intermonastic dialogue (see later section) is another learning in 
practice of experience, often by sharing the daily routine.

The Dialogue of Theological Exchange or Conceptual Dialogue14 encourages the learning of phil-
osophical and theological concepts. Some of the most influential dialogues over the last decades 
have been initiated by the Kyoto School and an international dialogue encounter initiated by 
Masao Abe in 1984 (Valea 2015: 100). The point of learning here was a concept of truth.15

Throughout the decades, the focus of learning topics moved from concepts of truth (e.g., 
Vroom 1989) and comparison of Gautama Buddha and Jesus Christ (e.g., Buri 1997) to forms 
of practice. In recent years, processes of transformation of spiritual identity (Rötting 2019), 
especially forms of dual belonging (Drew 2013), came into focus.

The Dialogue of Action often involves learning on several levels. I.R.D. and social action are 
examples of this. For Paul F. Knitter, social action “embraces any activity by which human 
beings seek to resolve what obstructs and promote what advances, human and environmental 
flourishing” (Knitter 2013: 133). An example of a very widely recognized dialogue of social 
action is the Korean interreligious pilgrimage from the west to the east coast, “sambo il bae” 
(Korean for “three steps, one bow”), which was initiated by a Protestant minister, a Catholic 
priest, and a Buddhist monk.16

The Dialogue of Everyday Life is a learning in daily practice. Living in a household, sharing 
of living space, and participation in festivals are some of the many aspects involved. Interfaith 
families play an important role in this form of learning (Kujawa-Holbrook 2014; Rötting 2012, 
2019). Research suggests that here some of the very few forms of symmetric multiple belonging 
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(Drew 2011) occur. However, in the early years of childhood, it is more correct to speak of 
multi-practice belonging. The reflection of how the two religious traditions inherited from the 
parents fit together starts later in life, mostly during adolescence (Rötting 2007, 2019).

2. Fields of Learning in Buddhist-Christian Dialogue

Over the years, the fields of learning shifted from questions of truth to issues of spiritual practice 
and social action toward questions of identity.

Questions of truth were at the center of early encounters between Christian missionaries 
and Buddhists. Here, early learning often had to do with language. Francisco de Xavier came to 
Japan in 1549. To translate Christian theology to Japanese, he got help of Yajirō. Xavier urged 
him to use Buddhist terminology, so “Christian dogma” was translated as “Kirishitan Buddhist 
dogma.” The word for god—“Deus”—was translated with the term used in Shingon Buddhism: 
“Dainichi (Nyorai),” referring to the cosmic Buddha Vairocana (Mullins 2003: 6). After he real-
ized this misunderstanding, he urged people to stop believing in and praising “Dainichi.”

This early struggle for translations pushed thinking and learning about the concepts behind 
terms. “God” and “Sunyata” became frequently used as starting points for many other concrete 
learning processes with Buddhism and Judaism,17 Islam,18 Hinduism,19 and native religions.20

To the present, the link between practice, experience, language, and concepts in all areas of 
learning has proven to be a very interesting field (Barnes 2012: 80).

3. The Processes of Learning Analyzed

The process of interreligious learning follows the steps of every learning process: experience, 
reflection, conception, and action (Kolb 1984). Since there are different types of learning, 
focusing on some of these phases more than on others, these types of Kolb also apply to inter-
religious learning. Research (Rötting 2007) finds that many Christians in dialogue with Bud-
dhism are divergers. Divergers are strong in concrete experience and reflective observation. In 
an empirical study, 50% (n=60) of the interviewed participants who all did a learning test were 
divergers. Buddhists in South Korea were often accommodators (n=7(15)). Accommodators are 
strong in active experimentation and concrete experience. They often like to test new things. 
Christians show a high motivation of experience (Rötting 2011: 364), Buddhists often a moti-
vation of concretization (Rötting 2011: 365).

The basic movement in any intercultural and interreligious learning has often been termed 
as ways of passing over and coming back. This applies if the learning subject has a clear religious 
identity that is either Christian or Buddhist. For someone with dual belonging, these forms of 
identity can be addressed if one person is using two different maps of meaning in one’s own 
live-way-navigation (Rötting 2019b: 630).

Interreligious learning is not a process that a learner already highly reflects on. Qualitative 
research is therefore based on a theory of interreligious learning processes (Rötting 2007).

Passing over and coming back: both movements can be spelled out in stages that encompass the 
process of interreligious learning, starting by entering the world of the other: (1) rooting in one’s 
own tradition, (2) awareness of the other religion, (3) a question developing out of this, (4) open-
ing for deeper exchange, (5) interreligious dialogue, and (6) finding a linking point of contact, a point 
which can serve as a link between two religious traditions (in German: Anknüpfungspunkt). 
Coming back into one’s own tradition, the given point of contact will help to (7) double-network 
the linking point of contact, a link by relating this point to one’s own and the others’ religious 
world. This will lead to (8) transformation, which needs (9) evaluation before being ready to relate 
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this new perspective to one’s own world. (10) Intra-religious dialogue prepares for (11), a new root-
ing in one’s own tradition.

In the following paragraphs, examples of Buddhist-Christian accounts of learning in litera-
ture and empirical research using interviews (Rötting 2007, 2012, 2019)21 are used to illustrate 
the phases of the learning process.

1. Rooting in one’s own tradition. The religious environment during childhood, the way a tra-
dition influenced the upbringing, close friends, and society shape the way interreligious 
learning is possible in a later stage of one’s life. The way Christians experience a rooting 
in their own tradition is often expressed in relation to rituals and prayer, experiences in 
groups, for example as scouts (Rötting 2007: 289) or in relation to a personal God (Röt-
ting 2007: 294). Very often, this root proves to be an experience that turns into a crisis and 
is the very reason to open for dialogue in later phases. Buddhists interviewed in Europe 
and U.S.A. have mostly been Christians before. They often indicate problems with rituals 
of prayer or church or in the way they imagined God. Buddhists in South Korea have not 
always grown up in a Buddhist family. Sometimes, they were exposed to Christian missions 
after the Korean war. Monks often have experienced other monks or were impressed with 
the story of Buddha or a Zen master (e.g., Wonyho) as children and entered monastery 
life to attain enlightenment. The Benedictine monk Brother David Steindl-Rast recalls a 
crucial moment in his childhood when he learned about Jesus Prayer, a Christian form of 
meditation while sitting in the waiting room of a local doctor next to Vienna in Austria 
with his mother. She tried to calm her impatient son by telling him to calm down like the 
“Russians do, watch the breath and repeat Jesus name” (Steindl-Rast 2015: pos201). Later 
in life, this memory became important for Steindl-Rast in dialogue with Zen.

2. Awareness of the other religion. The way we become aware of the other also shapes possible 
attitudes and therefore modes of learning. The South Korean Pastor K. (KChr 10,22 Röt-
ting 2007: 439f.) did know Buddhism as a protestant Christian to a certain extent. But dur-
ing the political demonstrations against the Park regime in the 1980’s, he had to flee from 
the police and hid in a temple. He recalls this time as very important for his later openness 
to discover Buddhism. He started Zen meditation and offers it also in his community, a 
very seldom case for a Protestant church in South Korea (Rötting 2007: 440).

  In 1968, Thomas Merton visited the Dalai Lama in Dharamshala (Dalai Lama 2010: 
7). Part of this impression involved the awareness that, in meeting with Thomas Merton, 
he met a monk, which also means a life concept, a vision, and a spiritual tradition. These 
impressions of learning are reflected in the Dalai Lama’s recall of the meeting involving 
some remarks on his impression of the monk-robe of Thomas Merton. This remark by the 
Dalai Lama is not only an accidental note of his private encounter with the famous Trap-
pist; it also helps to grasp in which way awareness of the other manifests itself not only in 
thinking and worldviews but also artifacts, clothing, and rituals.

3. A question developing out of this. A very crucial point of the learning process is the ques-
tion that follows after the awareness of the otherness of the other. If an encounter leads 
to interreligious learning, the question fits to open for a deeper exchange. One case of an 
empirical study in South Korea can serve as a good example for this: Mr. Y. is involved 
in Buddhist life of his temple-community since childhood. He recalls his first encounter 
about Christianity when a missionary church opened next to his house. He found their 
manners appalling. But later tension eased a bit, at least with other Christian communities, 
and he did develop a positive side of what he first called “invasion for conversion.” The 
focus on activism in Christianity, so he observed, also helped to develop education, social 
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welfare, and health care: “I understood that this enlightenment has also to do with what 
Christianity calls love of the neighbor” (Rötting 2007: 452). The aggressiveness of the mis-
sion church seemed to have also carried the question of activism.

4. Opening for deeper exchange. Even after a question occurs in an encounter, this does not nec-
essarily lead to a deeper dialogue. Maria has been a nun for many years. After she left the 
convent, she looked for spiritual guidance. Here an openness was prepared: “I wanted to 
continue this way. After I left the convent, I could not find any guidance for this way. And 
in Zen there are very clear signposts to show the way” (Rötting 2011: 321).

5. Interreligious dialogue. At this point, the learning process is already intentionally not driven 
by a question or a certain interest, but by the intention of learning itself.

  The Dalai Lama recalls that the meeting with Thomas Merton initiated his interest in 
interfaith dialogue and led to his participation in several interfaith meetings starting with 
his participation at the international John Main Seminar in 1996 (Cheetham 2013: 111).

6. Finding a linking point of contact (Anknüpfungspunkt). A  linking point of contact or net-
working point serves as a focus for the learning process. Of course, this focus may shift 
later, but for a certain time, it enables learning because it narrows all experiences with the 
other culture, tradition, ritual, etc. to a manageable size for the learning mind. In Buddhist-
Christian interreligious learning, the linking point of contact for Christians very often is 
meditation, more concretely, techniques of meditation, especially Zen. A research inter-
view report can serve best to illustrate this.

  Maria S. (Interview S4, age 69) is a former Roman Catholic nun who states that she 
grew up in an environment rooted in Christianity. She describes her concept of God as 
the most important aspect of her religious and interreligious spiritual search. Maria started 
with a concept of God as a clear opposite, a God she faced and to whom she prayed as 
a person. During her interreligious learning process, this changed to an image of “God 
within myself ” (Rötting 2011: 320).

7. Double-network the linking point of contact means relating this point to one’s own and the reli-
gious world of the other. After she started practicing Zen, Maria S. also joined a group that 
worked on the “ten ox herding” pictures. This ancient series of ten pictures is widespread 
in Zen Buddhism and depicts an ox herder who lost his ox. His searching, catching, fight-
ing, and taming the ox illustrates the process of meditation. The reflections and even chant-
ing the traditional poems that complement this series of pictures helped Maria discover her 
“grammar” of silence. She learned to understand how silence helps her to let go, and she 
rediscovered what had attracted her to silence in the convent. Understanding and relating 
the Zen story to her own experience changed her concept of God. God became a source 
of strength to continue on her way and to help her to learn to “let go.” A God of reference 
turned into a God of process (Rötting 2011: 321). The process of “letting go” got linked 
to the calling god and the god within as well as to the Buddhist concept of nirvān․a and 
enlightenment.

8. Transformation. A double-linked point of contact forces one to change, because something 
that is close to one’s heart is now connected with the other. So this otherness itself gets 
access to one’s heart. One becomes “an-other” person. The interview with A. from Lithu-
ania can illustrate this well. He was raised Catholic under socialism and fell into a crisis dur-
ing the change in the 1990s. Looking for orientation, he read books about Zen and started 
practicing. The Zen practice gave him concrete orientation and help. He tells how he threw 
his cigarettes into the burning tar fire in front of the Zen Center building under renovation 
before a retreat in which he stopped smoking—a symbolic act of change. The meditation 
during the retreat purged him of the “poison of addiction” (Rötting 2019: 531).
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 9. Evaluation. If people reflect about their transformation in a positive way, the process will 
continue. If not, the learning might stop, and the networking point of contact might be 
untied. If the evaluation is positive, the next phase can begin.

10. Intra-religious dialogue. Learning in an intra-religious dialogue, a term introduced by 
R. Pannikar23 (1999), is about how a transformation process, caused by a dialogue, takes 
effect in one’s own religion. This starts on an individual level, but individuals share their 
insights, and in this way, an interreligious learning result can influence groups and entire 
religious structures. A famous example is the discussion about Christian Zen and how such 
practice is still “Christian.” Löffler argues that a reflected Christian adaption of Zen medita-
tion offers the church to “enter the fullness of God’s truth more deeply” (  Joh 16,13) and 
therefore also will “grow towards fuller catholicity” (2017: 192). Others, of course, reject 
such an openness and see it as syncretism and “watering” of Catholic truth. From a learning 
perspective, the debate is interesting: it is only possible after a deeper encounter has already 
happened for some time. In addition, the question is not anymore if one can engage in 
Zen meditation, but rather if the fruits of such an engagement in dialogue are nourishing 
or poisoning one’s own identity.

11. New rooting in one’s own tradition. Numerous meditation rooms, Christian retreat houses, and 
monasteries in a reductive Zen-like fashion tell the story of how the “spirit of Zen” already 
influenced Christian architecture of spirituality deeply.

  A historical account of rooting in one’s own tradition was the foundation of a Zen line-
age by the Benedictine Willigis Jäger in 2009. The lineage was called “empty cloud” (Leere 
Wolke) and the Chinese Chan-grandmaster Jing Hui confirmed Jager’s transmission, which 
made him the forty-fifth successor of Lin Chi in the Japan Rinzai lineage. A symbolic tree 
rooted in Christianity and Buddhism was planted.24

4. Intermonastic Buddhist-Christian Learning

The protests against the Vietnam War, in connection with Thich Nath Hanh’s coming to the 
U.S.A. in 1966, but also the self-immolation of the Buddhist monk Thích Quảng Đức on 
June 11, 1963, in Saigon, as well as the fate of Tibet—all these facts contributed to the percep-
tion of Buddhism in the West and fostered an openness for learning not only about but “from 
buddhist wisdom.”

The document Nostra Aetate provided an opportunity for Catholic monks to have a deeper 
exchange and conversation with other religions. One of the first was Thomas Merton, who vis-
ited the Dalai Lama in 1968 and attended the Conference of East-West Monastics in Bangkok, 
where he died. His published diaries25 are a wonderful account of interreligious learning. One 
year later, the first intermonastic Buddhist-Christian dialogue was initiated.

Other inspiring figures, whose learning processes are well documented, are Le Saux, OSB 
(Abhishiktananda) (1910–73) and Bede Griffiths, OSB (Dayananda) (1906–93). Wayne Teasdale 
(2003: 42) used the term “sannystic monasticism” for this new horizon of learning.

A milestone for this learning process was the reference to a very important linking point of 
contact: “religious experience.” A document issued 1984 by the Secretariat for Non-Christians 
stated: “At a deeper level, persons rooted in their own religious traditions can share their experi-
ences of prayer, contemplation, faith and duty, as well as their expressions and ways of searching 
for the Absolute.”26 Pope John Paul II referred to this paragraph in the document “Dialogue 
and Mission.” In an address to monks at the same year, he added: “Here I think especially of 
inter-monastic dialogue.”27
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This papal encouragement and the wider interest in Buddhism helped to provide the neces-
sary background for the Gethsemani Encounter, being the most intensive intermonastic con-
ference, which was held at the Abbey of Gethsemani, in Trappist, Kentucky, in 1996. During 
this conference, the monastic structure of life was an important linking point of contact for the 
attending monastics (Mitchell 1999).

The “East-West Spiritual Exchanges” in 1979 were an important encounter for Europe: 
organized meetings as longer visits where Japanese Zen Buddhist monks could experience 
Christian monastic life in European monasteries and Western Christian monks Zen monastic 
training in Japanese monasteries.28 In 1981, North America started the “Inter-Monastic Hos-
pitality Program” and promoted exchanges between American Christian and Tibetan Buddhist 
monks.

Pierre-François de Béthune, a monk at Saint-André de Clerlande in Belgium and secretary 
of DIM·MID (1992–2007), summarized the learning effect as follows:

This experience of immersion for a certain period of time in a “foreign” spiritual 
milieu is eye-opening for both guests and hosts. In this sense, monastic interreligious 
dialogue is a “dialogue of contemplative immersion,” “a silent and prayerful partaking 
in the risks, temptations, joys, and sufferings of fellow monks in their quest of the 
Absolute.”29

Involved in his reflection of the learning process, Blée Fabrice (2006: 249–266) points out 
that the pioneers Merton Le Saux and Griffiths, as well as the intermonastic meeting in Ban-
galore (India 1973), Petersahm (Massachusetts 1977), and Lappen (Belgium 1977), all focused 
on meditation. The historical background of mission and a personal spiritual search were men-
tioned by many monks as reasons to take part, according to Blée Fabrice. He called the tension 
between the two involved spiritual traditions “desert of alterity” (2006: 256). This challenge 
went to fare in the eyes of a 1989 Vatican document on “some aspects of meditation” and the 
1993 document Contemplation and Interreligious Dialogue30 is in many ways an account of learning 
as well as an answer to it. This debate continues until today.31

Thomas Timpte (2009: 25) distinguishes three levels in the process of learning. On the first 
level of monastic rule, there seems to be a big overlap between the rules and the structure of 
the day between Buddhist Zen monks and Christian Benedictines. The reason given for these 
rules (the second level) on a dogmatic level seems to be very different. Zen monks strive for 
enlightenment, and Benedictines want to follow Christ. But on a third level, there is again a 
very intensive overlap: to achieve his or her goal, the monastic needs to let go of his or her ego.

5. Learning in Spiritual Dialogue

If spiritual identity can be described as a navigation system (Rötting 2019b), the main trans-
formation in understanding the process of building it can be summarized as the discovery of 
a Process Religiosity by Christians and Reference Religiosity by Buddhists (Rötting 2011: 
324). A very interesting image of this spiritual learning can be found in the appendix of Armin 
Münchs “Dimensionen der Leere” (Münch 1998), where he compares the ox-head pictures 
with the life of Jesus. In this way, the spiritual learning is also the main impulse for the theologi-
cal learning in Buddhist-Christian dialogue. The joint learning in Christian contemplation and 
Buddhist meditation has inspired to focus more on alternative forms of interaction like “deep 
listening” or “just practicing awareness” (de Silva 2009: 39).
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6. Theological Learning in Dialogue

As noticed before, the theological learning in Buddhist-Christian dialogue is often informed 
by a spiritual practice of theologians. The Buddhist “emptiness” and the kenotic aspect of 
a self-emptying for God served as an important linking point of contact (Abe 1984). This 
connection led to a challenging aspect of interreligious learning in Buddhist-Christian dia-
logue: the uniqueness of Christ. The realization of emptiness, which the Buddha experienced 
as enlightenment, has been compared by many to the Christian understanding of the Cross. 
Paul F. Knitter and others started to question the uniqueness of Christ due to the anthropologi-
cal dimension of this experience.32 The spiritual Zen practice and the pluralistic approach in 
theology learned from each other: from John P. Keenan’s (1995 and 1986) radical reading of the 
gospel through a Buddhist lens to a Catholic, often inspired by Karl Rahner’s theology of the 
anonymous Christ theology (Ingram 2013: 385).

7. Lessons Learned in Both Religions and Their Corresponding 
Local Cultures

In 1979, the New York Times quoted the Dalai Lama: “Buddhists Could Learn From Christians’ 
Activism.”33 If the often very diverse learning process would be summarized, Process Religios-
ity and Reference Religiosity (Rötting 2011: 324) could be an attempt to do so. Buddhists 
learn Reference Religiosity in dialogue with Christians, realizing that the spiritual process of 
transformation is in need of concrete signs of reference, metta and love have to be concrete, and 
need to become “caritas” or “diakonia.” Socially Engaged Buddhism is one fruit of this learning 
process, be it the social activism of Thich Nath Hanh, or the social-liberation of Rita M. Gross’s 
feminist approach to Buddhism and dialogue.

Christians learn Process Religiosity in dialogue with Buddhists (i.e., religion as a way to 
spiritual growth, God within, transformation of one’s own soul/psyche). Buddhism in central 
Europe and North Amerika seeks inculturation; Christianity transculturation (Rötting 2011: 
325).

The Jesuit Bertrand Senecal (2001: 104) points out how Buddhist liturgy learned and was 
influenced by Christians, introducing piano songs with church-like melodies and choir into 
Buddhist temple services. But for many observers, the level of transformation of interreli-
gious learning in Buddhist-Christian dialogue seems not to be balanced. John Cobb argues that 
Christians are more open due to a flexible worldview (Ingram 2013: 389).

8. Learning Processes in the Future of Buddhist-Christian Dialogue

Religious identity in Europe and Asia is already affected by the processes of learning in Bud-
dhist-Christian dialogue. There seems to be a search for a new form of spirituality, a way of 
faith that can relate to others not only by accepting or denying their religious goals but also by 
understanding different ways and traditions and how to relate to those goals. The archetypes 
obedient servant and wandering pilgrim34 might be able to indicate and help to understand 
some of the relevant aspects on how religious identity is shaped. Empirical qualitative research 
into interreligious relations in Europe and Asia is just in its infancy. But the first glimpse into 
the treasure chests of individual learning experience promises a wide range of new knowledge 
on how religious identity is generated and shaped by Buddhist-Christian dialogue and how to 
make sense of it in the perspective of theological and religious studies (Rötting 2011: 332). This 
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learning creates new forms of religious identities, old boundaries become blurred, and different 
types of multiple belonging (Drew 2011) appear more often and more visible (Rötting 2019).

Notes
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7202558.

 3 English: www.newadvent.org/fathers/02101.htm, retrieved March 20, 2020. Eisi de ton Indon tois 
Boutta peithomenoi paraggelmasin, hon di’ huperbolen semnoteos hos theon tetimekasi (Stromata 
I,15:71,6).

 4 See Bolton, W. (1958). Parable, Allegory and Romance in the Legend of Barlaam and Josaphat, Tradi-
tio 14, 359–366. doi:10.1017/S0362152900010138; de Cambrai, G., Mccracken, P., and Lopez, D.S. 
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 5 See Meyer, M., and Cordoni, C. (2015). Barlaam Und Josaphat: Neue Perspektiven Auf Ein Europäisches 
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 6 For an introduction into Christian Concepts in China and Contact to Buddhism, see Zürcher in Max 
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Introduction

Traditional Christian seminaries in the U.S. and elsewhere are generally founded by specific 
religious organizations whose aim is training leaders for and attracting members into their 
communities. Some of these seminaries hold ecumenical goals, educating students for leader-
ship in a variety of Christian organizations that transcend their own particular denominations. 
Other Christian seminaries extend their missions beyond ecumenism to invite non-Christians 
into their student bodies. The desire to be inviting without also having the knowledge of what 
it takes to provide spiritual formation for non-Christians can place a seminary in a quandary, 
giving rise to pedagogical angst. Being clear about outcomes for all students, regardless of their 
religious commitments, and calling forth the religious multiplicities of faculty, however, can 
ease pedagogical anxieties about whether students will be adequately formed in the ethos of 
the school and society. In our experience at United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities, a 
liberal seminary of the United Church of Christ, the invitation to Buddhists to join the Inter-
religious Chaplaincy program and the outcomes of their participation demonstrate how two 
professors and program directors1 from different backgrounds and with different perspectives 
understand Buddhist guidance, Christian guidance, and spiritual guidance influenced by both.

Interreligious theology and dialogue has become a passion of mine. How could it not? 
My biggest supporters, friends, and teachers at United have been Buddhist, Unitarian, 
Humanist, and Catholic, and yet somehow they all helped me discover myself and feel 
at home as a Christian.

– A student who identifies as an evangelical Christian

Social and Spiritual Locations

I (Lee) am a second-generation Chinese American. My parents immigrated to this country 
from Taiwan for postgraduate degrees. I am a cisgender, heterosexual male. Though my par-
ents were not Christian, they devotedly attended a Presbyterian Church where I became a 
member and was eventually ordained as a Presbyterian Minister of the Word and Sacrament. 
Though I  grew up in this religious heritage, I  also worshipped at, led, and played music 
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within a variety of other Christian contexts, including nondenominational, Pentecostal, Afri-
can Methodist Episcopal (AME), and Baptist congregations. My ethnic heritage is grounded 
in syncretic Daoism and nonduality. By nonduality, I mean resisting the impulse to divide 
interrelated aspects of reality and pit those aspects one against the other to determine which 
one is true. I encountered Buddhist practice when I was 36 years old. My spiritual texts are 
the Christian Bible, the Dao De Jing, the Zhuangzi, and the Heart Sutra. My contempla-
tive spiritual practices include Buddhist sitting meditation and Christian contemplative prayer 
practices. My relational spiritual practices are centered in Christian worship, tithing, steward-
ship, music, and social justice advocacy. I am a certified Qigong practice leader, and I teach in 
a Christian seminary where I previously served as chaplain.

I (Yetunde) identify as African American and as a member of the LGBTQ community. 
I grew up in the United Methodist Church and in my twenties explored the anabaptist tradi-
tions in the Brethren Volunteer Service and the Society of Friends. I returned to a progressive 
United Methodist Church in my thirties, then encountered Buddhism 20 years ago, at the age 
of 40. My core spiritual texts include the Gospels, the Dao De Jing, the Bhagavad Gita, and 
The Way of the Bodhisattva. My spiritual practices include daily sitting meditation, followed by 
centering prayer on the Brahma Viharas (compassion, equanimity, loving-kindness, and sympa-
thetic joy) and The Prayer of St. Francis. I am a lay leader in the Insight Meditation tradition, 
and I am a Zen student. I teach in a Christian seminary and in a Zen Buddhist chaplaincy pro-
gram. I consider myself an interfaith Buddhist practitioner.

Lee and I share similarities in age group, geographies, and religious influences, but our differ-
ences include “opposites” in gender, different points on a racial spectrum, different pedagogical 
foci (Lee in spiritual formation, Yetunde in pastoral care), and different spiritual communities 
where we have leadership responsibilities for groups that do not practice or worship together 
(Lee with the Presbyterians and Yetunde with Buddhists), yet we teach in the same seminary 
and Lee’s spiritual formation students study with me and my pastoral care students with him. 
What is the guidance they receive and how are they being prepared to guide others? In short, 
what do pastoral guidance and spiritual formation look like when they are shaped by both 
Christian and Buddhist perspectives?

A Buddhist View of Guidance

Across millennia, Theravada Buddhist teachers have relied on the sayings of the Buddha, known 
as suttas, in guiding their sanghas, or communities of practitioners. One sutta, the Mahago-
palaka Sutta, or The Greater Discourse on the Cowherd, describes how (and how not) to lead 
a community. In this sutta, the Buddha outlines the “eleven factors” a religious leader building 
a Buddhist spiritual community should possess. The Buddha says, “when a cowherd possesses 
eleven factors, he is capable of keeping and rearing a herd of cattle” (315). The “herd of cattle,” 
of course, represents the spiritual community, and each cow in the herd is an individual seeking 
guidance. Four of these 11 factors are especially helpful in elucidating a Buddhist understanding 
of guidance. These four are “[they] know the watering place,” “[they] are skilled in pastures,” 
“[they] do not milk dry,” and “[they] show extra veneration to those bulls who are fathers and 
leaders of the herd.”

Knowing the watering place is akin to the cowherd, as leader, also being a good follower, or 
cow, of wiser cowherds. Being skilled in pastures is knowing the “four foundations of mindful-
ness.”2 The four foundations of mindfulness include “contemplation of the body,” “contempla-
tion of feeling,” “contemplation of mind,” and “contemplation of mind-objects.” A cowherd 
who does not milk dry is like a guest who does not overstay his or her welcome. Simplicity is in 
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not overcomplicating the relationship with greed, heedlessness, disrespect, and keeping a sense 
of gratitude for the generosity given. The cowherd should take what is given only in modera-
tion and should only offer in moderation, being mindful to leave when the work is done, being 
careful not to overwhelm others with his or her needs and personality. The cowherd should 
show extra veneration for respected leaders and wise ones in the community of followers—
the founders and leaders of the herd—through private and public acts of respect and loving-
kindness. In Theravada and Insight Meditation, spiritual guidance through skillfulness in the 11 
cowherd factors requires being spiritually formed in those factors and capable of offering those 
skills in the service of spiritual or pastoral care.

Studying under Buddhist practitioners opens things up. The scope of the material is 
broader and it’s more likely other points of view will be considered. The atmosphere 
of those classrooms is much more inviting toward alternative perspectives from the 
students as well.

– A student who identifies as a Wiccan high priestess

Nondual Christian Spiritual Formation and Guidance

In The Gospel According to Matthew, Jesus relies on the metaphor of a shepherd and his flock 
as a way of demonstrating a form of guidance. These passages are instructions to the disciples to 
demonstrate how they should care for the “little ones” who are vulnerable.3 Jesus says,

What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep, and one of them goes astray, does 
he not leave the ninety-nine and go to the mountains to seek the one that is straying? 
And if he should find it, assuredly, I say to you, he rejoices more over that sheep than 
over the ninety-nine that did not go astray. Even so it is not the will of your Father 
who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish.

(Matthew 18:12–14)

As an exemplar of Christian guidance, Jesus and the disciple’s outward actions are to care for 
the weak and vulnerable by seeking them out when they are lost to prevent them from being 
preyed upon. This shepherd passage echoes instructions Jesus offers his disciples in the Sermon 
on the Mount in Matthew 5–7.

In Matthew 5:1–12, a section of the gospel known as the Beatitudes, Jesus describes two sets 
of “blessed” people. One may layer the shepherd and sheep metaphor upon this section, reading 
the first set of blessed ones as sheep and the second as shepherds. Jesus says,

3Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.
4Blessed are those who mourn,
for they will be comforted.
5Blessed are the meek,
for they will inherit the Earth.
6Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for they will be filled.
7Blessed are the merciful,
for they will be shown mercy.
8Blessed are the pure in heart,
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for they will see God.
9Blessed are the peacemakers,
for they will be called children of God.
10Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,
for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.
11Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil 
against you because of me.
12Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they 
persecuted the prophets who were before you.4

Those who are “poor in spirit,” who “mourn,” who are “meek,” who “hunger and thirst” are 
akin to sheep seeking guidance and support in their struggles from unjust treatment. Those 
who are “merciful,” are “pure in heart,” are “peacemakers” are shepherds who witness suffering 
sheep and respond with healing and protection. But in verses 10–12, Jesus warns that shepherds 
will then be persecuted, insulted, and slandered like sheep in performing these actions. How 
can disciples as shepherds continue to act justly and give guidance in the face of external scorn, 
hatred, and falsehoods leveled against them? In short, by aligning their intentions of their heart 
and mind with their actions, which is the basis of spiritual formation.

After the Beatitudes, Jesus continues to teach the disciples that remaining steadfast as a shep-
herd in action depends on the formation and grounding of one’s intentions in relationship to 
God as source and to others as neighbor. One’s actions as guidance are interdependent upon the 
spiritual formation of intention. Spiritual formation is the deepening and growth of one’s unity 
of the power of being and meaning.5 This may include connection to a transcendent dimension 
of life affecting our immanent reality. The embodiment and alignment of Jesus’s intention of 
compassionate union with God and neighbor aligned with his subsequent action as just rela-
tionship with the marginalized is the paradigm of Christian spiritual formation.

Often, analysis of the Beatitudes and the Sermon on the mount comes from a linear and 
dualistic perspective within a systematic theology.6 These lenses can result in the teachings of 
aligning intention and action found in Matthew becoming polemically nebulous and lofty aph-
orisms. One may perceive this guidance as impossible to achieve and set it aside or simply focus 
on attaining the observable action without regard to one’s intention. A contrasting, nondual 
engagement expands attention to a unitive whole with particularities distinct but inseparable 
from one another. We are not exclusively savior or saved, shepherd or sheep, good or bad spir-
itual leaders. We are interdependent with one another and recognize the impact and possibility 
of the alignment of our intentions and actions in this relationship. An example of the nondual 
alignment of intention and action from Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount can be found in Mahatma 
Gandhi’s use of these passages in formulating nonviolent resistance to end British Imperialism 
without dehumanizing those oppressing others. These passages were instrumental to aligning 
this practical, creative, and effective action with his intention toward ahimsa/no harm for both 
the vulnerable and those in power hurting others.7

Aligning Intention and Action—Compassion-Simplicity-Humility

Shepherds who witness suffering and respond with compassion will subsequently become sheep 
by the persecution they receive (Matthew 5:10–12). Many of Jesus’s disciples, like fishermen 
and women, came from disadvantaged or disempowered segments of society. They were recipi-
ents of his compassion and healing before becoming disciples. This is the Christian path of 
“sheep” who have been shepherded (by Jesus’s compassion) are then called to be disciples/
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shepherds for others, then leading to them becoming sheep again by persecution. For them to 
endure as shepherds of compassionate guidance, the spiritual formation of aligning one’s inten-
tion for sustained action in the face of opposition is fundamental or else they become ineffective 
like “salt [that] loses its saltiness” or “a lamp . . . under the bushel.”8

Jesus then guides the disciples in how to align their intentions with their compassionate 
actions in order to sustain this amid external resistance and disapproval. The Ten Command-
ments were the original Jewish religious intentions outlining correct piety toward God and just 
relationship with neighbor (i.e., anger, divorce, “love your neighbor”).9 But these intentions, 
according to early Christians, became misaligned with compassionate action as complex societal 
standards of correctly fulfilling these commandments outweighed the actual impact on God or 
neighbor, described in Matthew 5:17–43.

Jesus teaches that aligning intention begins by emphasizing simplicity in their piety of giv-
ing alms, prayer, and fasting in Matthew 6: 1–18. Rather than trying to simultaneously “serve 
two masters” as God and external communal approval and status as “wealth,”10 these spiritual 
practices should be focused solely on deepening union with God’s intention and actions as 
“reward.”11 Jesus continues his instructions on aligning intentions by teaching disciples to also 
operate from a place of humility and interconnection rather than from a perspective that allows 
for separation and feelings of superiority; through this shift in perspective, a disciple’s deepest 
needs, “worries,” and judgment are still compassionately seen and met as they were when they 
were sheep, initially.12

The three treasures of compassion-simplicity-humility are the basis of aligning internal intention 
with external attention and expression.13 Compassion is received when they were sheep and were 
met by the shepherd; simplicity in spiritual practices focuses on deepening union with God, free 
from seeking status; and humility brings insight as to how their own deep needs and fears were 
and are still being met and how this is promised to all to then live “unto” each other.14 With 
unencumbered simplicity and humility, compassionate action may then freely flow to and from 
us in order to trust this more deeply when persecution occurs.

Yet Jesus cautions that even those giving guidance may still stumble and misalign intentions 
toward external and impermanent approval that would then affect our actions. This would 
betray the trust given the shepherd as “prophets” and spiritual leaders who then become wolves 
in “sheep’s clothing” in Matthew 7:15. These hypocrites’ resulting actions become preying on 
the vulnerable, which is the distinguishing “fruit” of their relationships.15

Seminary Guidance

This nondual alignment of compassion-simplicity-humility in the Beatitudes and Sermon on 
the Mount is the basis of my (Lee) role as professor of Spiritual Formation in a Christian semi-
nary. I am implicated in pedagogical guidance to ensure my intention and attention are aligned 
for compassionate right-relationship with others. I am both shepherd and sheep in cultivating 
space for students to receive guidance while joyfully humbled in learning from their wisdom. 
Concurrently, I am acutely aware of boundaries that would jeopardize their trust, which might 
lead to harm.

Many of our students are not Christian or have been hurt by the church. Yet they come 
to seminary to serve and respond to the world’s needs. Cultivation of compassion-simplicity-
humility in union with one’s source to skillfully respond and guide is not exclusive to Christi-
anity. Other spiritual lineages, including Buddhism, employ practices that align intention with 
compassionate action, which we identify in the courses I teach. To assume and impose a dualistic 
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Christian spiritual formation process on our students would be misaligning both aspects and we 
would run the risk of becoming wolves in sheep’s clothing.

Over the course of a year at my seminary, a number of new students enrolled who 
are Buddhist. Their presence was helpful to me because they added Buddhist experi-
ence and insight to class discussions.

With faculty members who had expertise in Buddhism, I received wise instruction 
that deepened my knowledge of Buddhism and helped me compare it to the Christian 
tradition in which I was raised, which resulted in my learning more about both Bud-
dhism and Christianity.

– A student who sometimes identifies as Buddhist and  
Christian and at other times neither Buddhist nor Christian

Buddhist Guidance Within a Christian Seminary

Teaching in a liberal Christian seminary as a Buddhist practitioner and director of the Inter-
religious Chaplaincy program has not produced cognitive dissonance for me (Yetunde). I grew 
up in a United Methodist church, in a United Methodist family, and still identify as a Christian 
in terms of ethics. While United Theological Seminary identifies as a Christian seminary with 
an ecumenical mission that engages interreligiously in its chaplaincy program, the community 
recognizes that it can’t be everything to everyone. Christian, ecumenical, and interreligiously 
engaged, yes, within limits. But how do we balance these identities and missions? The seminary 
is nondoctrinal and the community is engaged with and across differences. I am mindful of what 
it takes to be a Buddhist practitioner, professor, and director invested in the spiritual formation 
and spiritual competencies of all our students while supporting their educational needs within 
their denominations and interests. How might cowherding skills support this balance?

In the Mahagopalaka Sutta, or The Greater Discourse on the Cowherd, as previously men-
tioned, the Buddha outlines 11 essential skills for being a good cowherd. Among those skills are 
the following four: “[they] know the watering place,” “[they] are skilled in pastures,” “[they] do 
not milk dry,” and “[they] show extra veneration to those bulls who are fathers and leaders of 
the herd.” The cultivation of these skills, according to the Buddha, fosters productive following, 
heightened mindfulness, qualities of moderation and simplicity, and respect for elders.

Here, Buddhist cowherding is comparable to the sense of Christian shepherding Lee finds in 
passages from The Gospel According to Matthew. In both, compassion, simplicity, and humility 
are values that enable spiritual seekers to establish ethical relationships and discover union with 
source (however it is that they define “source”). In the context of our seminary, Buddhist cow-
herding and Christian shepherding are models for leading Christian and non-Christian students 
alike in spiritual formation and interreligious chaplaincy.

The Mahagopalaka Sutta demonstrates qualities for “keeping and rearing a herd of cattle,” 
or cultivating the habits of good leadership and spiritual formation as a sequence that is marked 
by duality. The factor of knowing the watering place suggests the importance of becoming a 
good follower before attempting to lead. Many students come to our seminary with the goal 
of becoming leaders, but they have yet to experience following religious leaders. In chaplaincy 
formation, we stress the importance of being accountable to a spiritual community and we 
remind students that on their path to board certification, they will be expected to be account-
able to the community that ordains or endorses them. We do not impose an expectation that 
our students follow other students, faculty, or staff. Rather, they will learn to follow religious 
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leaders in their chosen communities. The sutta suggests that the path to spiritual formation is 
sequential and implies a natural hierarchy: first, one follows; second, one leads. As professors 
and program directors, we act from positions of authority based upon our expertise. We do not 
expect students to revere us, and we refrain from misusing the power authority bestows, but we 
also do not expect students to be as knowledgeable or experienced as we are. We are responsible 
for teaching and directing, and we attempt to be responsive to the needs of our students.

In addition to being a good follower, the cowherd’s path includes being skilled in pastures, 
or understanding “the four foundations of mindfulness.” “The four foundations of mindfulness” 
are described in the Satipatthana Sutta16 and include “contemplation of the body,” “contem-
plation of feeling,” “contemplation of mind,” and “contemplation of mind-objects.” In short, 
being skilled in pastures means the practitioners should consider their very being to be the pas-
ture itself—one is to be the cowherd of every aspect of one’s being. Cultivating self-awareness 
(awareness of body, feelings, mind, and mind objects) is the first step in self-leadership. The path 
to self-knowledge implies no hierarchy; its cultivation, or lack thereof, affects all relationships—
relationship with self and with others. In the Satipatthana Sutta, the Buddha claims that being 
established in “the four foundations of mindfulness” results in deepening compassion.

The factor “does not milk dry” exemplifies how a religious leader, being the recipient of 
reverence, adoration, deference, respect, and gifts refrains from the impulse to take more than is 
needed. Effective leaders keep greed in check, never exhausting the resources of their benefac-
tors. In short, a good cowherd lives simply. Simple living establishes ethical relationships among 
cows and cowherds, protecting cows from being exploited and cowherds from abusing power.

Coming full circle, we return to the notion of showing extra veneration to “those bulls who 
are fathers [and mothers] and leaders of the herd.” How can this be done without self-dimin-
ishment and without running the risk of inviting abuse? On the path to becoming a cowherd, 
the Buddha advises first following a cowherd. He also advises knowing the “pastures” of one’s 
very being through the cultivation of “the four foundations of mindfulness.” Good cowherds 
keep greed in check and offer leaders and elders the respect they deserve. The Mahagopalaka 
Sutta states:

Here a bhikkhu [monk] maintains bodily acts of loving-kindness both openly and 
privately towards those elder bhikkhus; he maintains verbal acts of loving-kindness 
towards them both openly and privately; he maintains mental acts of loving-kindness 
towards them both openly and privately. That is how a bhikkhu shows extra venera-
tion to those elder bhikkhus of long-standing who have long gone forth, the fathers 
and leaders of the Sangha.17

Acts of loving-kindness are expressions of “extra veneration” or respect. Loving-kindness in the 
Buddhist cosmology is an opening of the heart and an abandonment of ill-will. The Buddha says,

No other thing do I know, O monks, on account of which unarisen ill will does 
not arise and arisen ill will is abandoned so much as on account of this: the libera-
tion of the heart by loving-kindness. For one who attends properly to the liberation 
of the heart by loving-kindness, unarisen ill will does not arise and arisen ill will is 
abandoned.18

As it pertains to the relational qualities of a cow becoming a cowherd, or a follower becoming 
a leader, the follower is well served by nurturing a mind and heart liberated by loving-kindness. 
Buddhist practices in loving-kindness meditation may soon become relevant at our seminary. 
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We initially offered a Buddhist chaplaincy certificate program, but now we offer courses on 
Buddhist scripture and spiritual care. The regular practice of loving-kindness in a Christian 
seminary can support compassion-simplicity-humility spiritual formation and spiritual-care 
models and encourage the cultivation of compassion necessary for good spiritual formation and 
spiritual care in many faith traditions.

It is crucial for me in any area of pastoral care to be self-aware, to see my own short-
comings, and to work toward growth in all the different areas addressed in this paper. 
So far this semester I have been both enlightened and challenged. I have felt hum-
bled and embarrassed by my lack of knowledge, yet encouraged by class discussions. 
Because of these experiences my awareness of the Buddha inside of me and my own 
access to acting as a bodhisattva is beginning to be realized.

– A student who identifies as a post-evangelical Christian

The Beatitudes for Spiritual Formation and Spiritual-Care Pedagogy

With the metaphor of the cowherd, the Buddha teaches monks various modes of effective 
leadership and care. Are the skills the Buddha presents in the Mahagopalaka Sutta kindred with 
qualities of character that Jesus highlights in the Beatitudes? Practiced in tandem, the Buddha’s 
cowherding skills, especially concerning the centrality of loving-kindness, can enhance Jesus’s 
lessons in the Beatitudes. The Beatitudes focus on generosity, compassion, and mercy—all 
aspects of a mind and heart liberated by loving-kindness. Paradoxically, for the Buddha, the 
good leader is also the good follower. Similarly, for Jesus, “the poor in spirit” and “the meek” 
paradoxically come to lead as owners of the earth and the kingdom of heaven. If one is skilled 
in pastures, or knows oneself intimately through mindfulness, one is more likely to enact loving-
kindness and compassion. Likewise, in the Beatitudes, those who are merciful toward others 
receive mercy when one’s intention of heart and mind are aligned with one’s actions. The 
Buddha’s lesson on not milking dry is, at its core, a lesson in right relationship. He says, “Here, 
when faithful householders invite a [monk] to take as much as he likes of robes, almsfood, 
resting places, and medicinal requisites, the [monk] knows moderation in accepting.” In behav-
ing ethically toward “householders” who offer material goods to the monk, the monk is both 
maintaining right relationships and behaving with generosity and without greed. Generosity 
and non-greed are implicit in the Beatitudes as well, where no person is reduced to physical or 
psychological conditions of poverty, grief, oppression, or persecution. When these conditions 
are present, one is still connected with ultimacy (heaven), comfort (even if that comfort feels 
distant), relief, purity, and unity. In this space of loving-kindness and interconnection—where 
leader and follower, meek and powerful, poor and rich, mourner and celebrant become one—
Buddhist and Christian ideas of guidance and care fruitfully overlap.

Reflecting on the Beatitudes as guidance for spiritual formation and interreligious chaplain 
competency is reminiscent of koan practice in Zen Buddhism, a practice focused upon liber-
ating the mind from dualistic thinking. In the eight blessings of the Beatitudes, Jesus brings 
opposites together, dialectically, similarly attempting to free the mind from polarized thinking. 
A mind free from polarization tends toward radical acceptance of other beings, views, and posi-
tions—characteristics and skills necessary for spiritual care across traditions. Jesus says that those 
who suffer from doubt, grief, fear, and injustice will have their day of belonging, comfort, 
abundance, and justice. Jesus also teaches that the spiritual practices of showing mercy, being 
pure in heart, and making peace are necessary. “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 
God” is the line most akin to nonduality through dialecticism.
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The concept of a pure heart is biblically central to spiritual formation as the seat of one’s 
intention and attention.19 A divided heart leads to misperceptions, confused values, and lack of 
consistency, all of which obscure one’s path or goals. A heart liberated by loving-kindness is one 
where intention is aligned for compassionate action to be ever present. Cultivating this unitive 
and pure heart then connects us as cowherds, shepherds, cattle, and sheep in offering guidance 
and care.

A Religiously Rich Collaboration

Though I (Lee) am Chinese American and I (Yetunde) am African American, we were 
coincidentally formed by similar cultures. Both of us are people of color who were raised in 
Indiana. We’ve lived in the San Francisco Bay Area, sharing similar vocational formation in 
clinical pastoral education at Alta Bates Summit Medical Center in Berkeley and Oakland 
and at Seton Medical Center in Daly City, California. We share acquaintances, though we 
only met when I moved to Minnesota, where Lee and his family had been living for several 
years. Our geographical and vocational similarities made our collaboration easy, despite our 
differences. Our spiritualities are complex, mixing traditions, texts, religions, and practices. 
But when discussing the well-being of our students, crafting our syllabi, and planning trips 
(most notably to the 2018 Parliament of the World’s Religions and to Upaya Zen Center in 
2020), our religious and spiritual leanings have never been in conflict. Does multiple reli-
gious belonging automatically reduce the impulse to impose belief systems onto others? Does 
multiple religious belonging automatically prepare one individual to accept another wherever 
they are religiously? Our interreligious collaboration has been remarkably productive perhaps 
due to our embrace of nonduality, which, when practiced, diminishes the impulse to become 
polarized and partisan.

What lies in the background in both our approaches and collaborations is a recognition of 
each other’s response to the human condition. Whether originating in Buddhist Suttas or the 
Beatitudes, we have built a trust of loving-kindness and appreciation for the fruits of these lived 
practices and guidance with each other and our community. Compassion-simplicity-humility 
remains at the heart of each encounter as we assist each other in aligning external forms with 
internal attention and intention.

Conclusion

Herding cows and sheep, embracing Christian and Buddhist pedagogies of compassion, humil-
ity, nonduality, and simplicity in the service of spiritual formation and pastoral care education 
can be a part of liberal Christian enterprises. In the past, pastoral care has been defined, in part, 
as guidance offered by representative Christian persons; guidance in our interreligious context 
has adapted to include other perspectives and practices. Our faculty embraces a plurality of 
religious influences, claiming Christian and non-Christian identities. We attempt to educate 
all students, but especially the interreligious chaplaincy students, to be interreligiously and 
interculturally competent. Our aim is to guide and form students (some of whom already hold 
positions of religious leadership), regardless of their experiences in following leaders, regardless 
of their belief systems, regardless of their identities and affiliations. Through the utilization of 
sheep and shepherd metaphors in the Beatitudes in the Gospel According to Matthew and the 
cow and cowherd metaphors in the Mahagopalaka Sutta, and in full awareness of our many dif-
ferences, our collaboration has flourished with ease.
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Affirming our experiences on a path of religious complexity and collaboration, Duane Bid-
well says,

People on the collaborative path are neither nomads, crossing from one religious tradi-
tion to another, nor hybrids, whose spiritual lives result from the interaction of inher-
ited religious cultures. They are creators, participating in an emergent multiplicity as 
a faithful and authentic response to Mystery.20

He adds,

[P]eople on the collaborative path cannot easily reject or end their spiritual fluidity to 
become (or pass as) monoreligious. Their spiritual fluidity functions as “a calling, a 
compulsion, a necessity, a survival, a means to being whole.”21

We agree. Through locating nondualism in Christianity and Buddhism, though dualism and 
polemics also exist, students and faculty alike reduce the polarization and partisanship that 
inhibit interreligious understanding and appreciation while simultaneously promoting interreli-
gious dialogue and understanding. How? It is a mystery. Consequently, the faculty and student 
body at United has become less Christocentric and, paradoxically, even more hospitable to the 
stranger.
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The Beginning in Gandhara

Although a great deal of literature has been written on Buddhist-Christian dialogue or aspects 
of it, art and architecture are largely absent even in very comprehensive works (von Brück, Lal 
2001). An exception is Küster, who speaks rather about Buddhist-Christian encounter than 
dialogue in art (Küster 2021). Therefore, this article is trying to break new ground. Buddhism 
spread widely under King Asoka, who ruled northern India, including today’s Bangladesh and 
Afghanistan. Earlier, Alexander the Great, who first conquered Persia and reached India in 
326, brought via Persia Hellenistic influence on areas of today’s Pakistan and north India. At 
that time, those areas were called India, which were neighboring Persia. Alexander conquered 
Peschawar and Taxila, all situated in the Gandhara area. Gandhara became the meeting point 
of a flourishing hybrid of Western and Eastern art borrowing from Greco, Roman, Indian, and 
Persian styles and continued to do so particularly in the first to the fifth and sixth centuries ace 
(  Jongeward 2019: 13–14). The scholars are still arguing over which influences were dominant. 
Mostly depending on their origin, they either stress Hellenistic/Roman or Indian and other 
influences. Coomaraswamy, with a Sri Lankan Tamil father and a British mother, stressed the 
Indian influence (Abe 1995: 82–86). There is no doubt that the human realistic representation 
of the Buddha, who previously was only represented by symbols like his footprints, the Bodhi 
tree, and the wheel of the dharma emerged in the Gandhara art and gained prominence. Exca-
vations have unearthed numerous Buddha statues around monasteries carrying a nimbus in a 
variety of materials and sizes. About a Christian influence, we can see that the sarcophagus of 
Constantine in the Lateran from the fourth century has a Christ seated in a similar way as the 
Buddha in Gandhara compositions. In the nineteenth century, Smith talks about an “intimate 
relation which exists between the art of Gāndhāra and Christian . . . from the catacombs, which 
range in date from about a.D. 250 to 450” (Smith 1889: 166). Smith continues even to assume 
“a likeness, in some cases almost amounting to identity, of style and treatment.” Later scholars 
found similarities between Christian and Gandhara bas-reliefs (Rowland 1954: 445). There is 
no doubt that Jesus, Mary, the saints, and important kings are presented with a nimbus, and the 
Buddha statues from Gandhara also carry a halo as sign of the enlightenment. But as the halo 
also plays an important role in the Persian Zoroastrian religion, one can notice the similarity, 
but it is not possible to prove its Christian influence. Apsaras appear in Hinduism as beautifully, 
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sexually attractive women who can seduce ascetics. They dance, play musical instruments, and 
appear in all forms of Buddhism and have entered via Hinduism Buddhist art. One can also 
presume a Persian influence as guardian angels play an important role there. There is a Christian 
influence if only a late one.

The Cross on the Lotus Flower Along the Silk Road

Interesting examples of Christian art exist along the Silk Road where Nestorian Christians can 
be traced up to China from 635 to the thirteenth century, because the Nestorian monk Alopen 
and his team reached Chang’an in 635 to look after the Nestorian migrants1 in China accepted 
by the T’ang ruler who allowed the Nestorian mission with Alopen as the first bishop (God-
win 2018). We even have a painting in Dunhuang caves from him or another bishop with an 

Figure 27.1  St. Thomas Cross (Persian Cross), Granite, Seventh Century or Older, Portuguese Chapel 
in Mylapore/Chennai

Source: copyright Gudrun Löwner
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egg-shaped halo and three crosses: on his chest, head, and his row (Yan 2009: 388, 391). The 
Mudra of his right hand is Vitarka Mudra, indicating generally the transmission of Buddhist 
teaching—here of Christian teaching. From here the influence might come that the Buddha 
wears a swastika on his chest, which is not found outside China. From this period, numer-
ous crosses have survived. The most important is on the Stele of Sianfu (today’s Xi’an), which 
was erected by the Nestorian Christians in 781 and rediscovered in 1625 by the Portuguese 
(Keevak 2008: 5; Skarsaune 2013; Küster 2021: 66–67). This impressive stone block carries a 
large inscription with 70 Syriac names of priests and 1,756 Chinese signs that give testimony 
of Nestorian Christian presence since 635 (Keevak 2008: 5). The cross is an equilateral cross 
pattée with three small balls at the end as symbol for the Trinity (reminding somewhat of the 
Maltese cross) without the body of Christ and is standing on a lotus flower. It is a symbol for 
the resurrected Christ. Also “putting a cross on lotus or clouds emphasizes the two natures of 
Christ expressed in a combination of Eastern and Western symbols” (Yan 2009: 387). The mis-
sionaries used this type of cross for the Chinese and Asians who could not relate to the Jesus 
dying at the cross (Thiel 1980: 32). Right and left of the cross on the stele, there are clouds that 
authors connect with Taoism and Buddhism. There is no doubt that the Nestorian missionaries 
were successful in their mission but might have lost their identity by accepting too much from 
the other religions (Godwin 2018). More than 1,000 bronze crosses, mostly from Yuan dynasty 
were found in Suiyuan and elsewhere in China. They are very small, used as seals and jewelry. 
Often, the Buddhist luck symbol of swastika can be found there (Thiel 1980: 33).

In addition to the Stele of Sianfu, various gravestones were found along the Silk Road; some 
depict crosses standing on lotus flowers. Klimkeit presents the motive of the cross on the lotus 
flower as a hybrid mixture of Buddhism and Taoism, which exists from the Balkash lake to south 
China and from Ladakh to Mongolia. In the Buddhist art, it is well accepted to place the Bud-
dha and the bodhisattvas on a lotus flower as a symbol of purity of the spirit. The Nestorian 
Christians followed this idea (Klimkeit 1999: 53). Klimkeit shows four pictures of similar crosses. 
Sometimes, the cross is accompanied by two angels or celestial beings that carry a cross on their 
heads. One stone belongs to the wife of a highly placed Turkish officer in Mongolian service 
in China and dates from 1317 and was found in Yangzhou northwest from Shanghai (Klimkeit 
1999: 55). In the fourteenth century, three Nestorian churches existed in Yangzhou (Moule 
2011: 245–246). The inscriptions are in Syriac, Turkish, and Chinese. Rightly, Yan sees the con-
fluence of East and West in these Nestorian gravestones as a “Visual strategy to create an identity 
in a new cultural context in order to attract converts to the new religion” (Yan 2014: 383).

India

Similar crosses as depicted on gravestones along the Silk Road can be found in South India. 
One of the oldest is the highly venerated St. Thomas Cross also called Persian Cross because of 
the inscription in old Persian, called Pahlavi, which was discovered in 1547, when the Portu-
guese built a new chapel on the spot in Mylapore/Chennai where St. Thomas was supposed to 
be martyred (Löwner 2016: 165). As Pahlavi became extinct in the seventh century, this cross 
dates either from seventh century or earlier. An accepted translation of Burkitt and Winckworth 
reads: “My Lord Christ, have mercy upon Afras, son of Chaharbukht the Syrian, who cut this 
[or, who caused this to be cut]” (Klimkeit 1994: 477–484). This Thomas Cross has a dove on 
top and stands in a thoran with mystical animals. Like the examples from the Silk Road, it stands 
on a lotus flower, which in addition to Buddhist influence depicts Hindu iconography. The 
popular Hindu goddess Lakshmi sits on the lotus flower. Similar crosses today are in churches 
in Kottayam, Alangad, Kadamattan, Mutuchira, Kothanallor, etc. (all in Kerala) but also in 



Gudrun Löwner

326

Anuradhapura/Sri Lanka (Gomis 2010). The Syrian Orthodox Church and the Mar Thoma 
Church use this life and resurrection affirming cross till today as their official cross.

In Kerala, one finds often outside old churches giant open-air crosses without corpse, called 
Nasrani Sthambam, which are pointers to the church. On the plinth of these crosses, we find 
lotus petals, lotus flowers, and a variety of animals like in Chengannur (Löwner 2018: 66–67). 
The idea for the lotus has come from the existing Thomas crosses or from nearby Sri Lanka, 
where Buddhism is firmly rooted, whereas it became (except in the Himalayas) nearly extinct 
in India till recently.

Catholicism started in Kerala and Goa with the arrival of Vasco da Gama, who was search-
ing for spices and Christians in 1598. Ivory statuettes were used in India and Europe for per-
sonal worship. When the Indian people converted to Catholicism, they replaced the statuettes 
of Hindu gods in their house altars with Christ, Mary, and the saints. In this context, one par-
ticular statuette developed: the Good Shepherd Rockery, depicting a young Jesus as a good 
shepherd on top of an ivory pyramid standing on a wooden rock. In a nutshell, the statuette 
represents the whole mission theology. One extremely fine example is also available in rock 
crystal from the sixteenth century made in Goa or in Sri Lanka (Amaladass, Löwner 2012: 
22, 31–32). Jesus resembles either the Hindu god and cow shepherd Krishna or the medita-
tive Buddha with his closed eyes, curled hair, and pensive mood. There is no doubt that these 
good shepherd rockeries are “images at the confluence of two cultures” (Olsen 2007: 103) or 
might be even three. So the good shepherd statuettes show the “creative potential of cultural 
convergence, with its blending, confluence, overlap, and ambivalence – art that is consider-
ably more than the sum of its parts” (Bailey 2013: 5). Although the Jesuits were very active 
with the statuettes and are still engaged in matters of indigenization, in India they connect 
with Buddhist art primarily by using mudras of the Buddha for Christ and presenting Jesus in 
a meditating pose.

In the twentieth century, the Anglican artist Alfred D. Thomas (1907–89) became famous 
by borrowing Buddhist ideas to present the story of Christ in an Indian setting. In 1948, the 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel published The Life of Christ with 24 pictures of A.D. 
Thomas with gospel scenes in an Indian/Asian style. Jesus is presented as an ascetic (reminding 
very much of the Buddha) mostly wearing white robes and the hair like a urnisha cap, point-
ing toward enlightenment. On the cross, Jesus is dying gracefully in an orange robe like those 
worn by Buddhist monks. A single flower is positioned near the cross as a sign for resurrection 
(Lehmann 1955: pl. 4,5; Amaladass, Löwner 2012: 202–208). Instead of white lilies, Christ is 
offered a lotus flower (  Jobé 1962: 11, 154). Thomas follows the Indian ideal that art has to be 
beautiful— even when searching for the lost sheep, the white gown of Jesus is spotlessly clean 
and not torn. The artist was inspired by the Ajanta and Ellora Buddhist cave paintings, which 
caught the imagination of A. Tagore and N. Bose in Santiniketan as well. Thomas’s art was 
discussed very controversially and did not find acceptance with Dalits and tribals who form the 
majority of Indian Christians (Schouten 2008; Küster 2006: 300–319).

Frank Wesley (1923–2002) was an Indian Methodist artist who concentrated mainly on 
Christian subjects. After studying in Japan, he painted Paul in prison like the Buddha with 
shaved hair, long ear lopes, and orange robes (Amaladass, Löwner 2012: 239). His Christ resem-
bles the works of A.D. Thomas. The Christian Lutheran Dalit theologian and internationally 
well-known artist Solomon Raj (1921–2019) (Amaladass, Löwner 2012: 252–258) is close in 
his thinking to the neo-Buddhist movement of Dr. Ambedkar. Therefore, he explicitly cop-
ies the Buddhist custom and places Jesus on the lotus flower as a sign of veneration and purity. 
Similar to Raj, many Catholic centers under Jesuit leadership put up Mary and Jesus statues sit-
ting on lotus flowers for public devotion after Vatican II. Some of his many batiks and woodcuts 
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resemble Buddhist iconography, but the face he keeps traditionally Christian. Raj as a Lutheran 
pastor dares to depict Buddha as the one who cares for the sick and needy, similar to Christ. 
The lotus flowers play an extremely important role in his works (Küster 2001: 359–371). They 
are the symbol of renewal and resurrection. Therefore, he made for churches around the world 
altar hangings with closed and open lotus flowers (Amaladass, Löwner 2012: 254).

Jyoti Sahi, the Catholic “theologian with the brush,” also uses sometimes Buddhist sym-
bols. He depicts Jesus washing the feet of Peter on a heart-shaped pipal leave, symbol of Buddha’s 
enlightenment (Lott/Sahi 2008: 55). In the image, Healer Jesus is like a mountain preaching 
with the Dharma Chakra Mudra of the Buddha and next to his face is the Burning Bush similar 
to the Bodhi tree (Lott, Sahi 2008: 45). Jyoti Sahi has successfully adopted the Tibetan Buddhist 
form of mandalas for 13 stunning Biblical stories were very successfully marketed in Germany 
by MISSIO as calendar, prints, and cards for a global Christian public (Sahi, Vellguth 1975). 
Paul F. Knitter’s book Without Buddha I Could not be a Christian (Knitter 2009) inspired him to 
do in one painting nearly overlapping a Buddha with closed eyes and a Christ with open eyes, 
excellently visualizing Knitter’s ideas.2

A few Hindu artists have taken to Christian and Buddhist topics and have depicted them in 
a similar way like the Bengali Hindu artist Arup Das (1924–2004). In the same style, he painted 

Figure 27.2 Alfred D. Thomas, “The Samaritan Woman,” Public Domain
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the life of the eternal beggar Buddha and Christ by depicting the figures very large and encir-
cling them with important scenes of their life. Das turned to many tantric scenes later in his life 
(Amaladass, Löwner 2012: 117; Taylor 1975: 81–84).

The Hindu artist Satish Gupta (born 1947) has an interest in Zen Buddhism (Gupta 2005; 
Amaladass, Löwner 2012: 188) and depicts Christ without features in the face on a background 
of rows of crosses. Similarly, this idea of Buddhist holy places with thousands of painted Buddhas 
or statues has inspired him for his paintings as well as a drawing of Christ that he saw in Kap-
padocia, Turkey. His art is very spiritual through these multiplications. Contemporary Indian 
artists have produced a large number of Buddha images without interaction with Christian art. 
Regarding architecture, the Catholic St. Mary’s Church and St. Theresa’s Church in Kalim-
pong with a pagoda tower, frescoes, and woodcarving have heavily borrowed from Himalayan 
Buddhist style (Amaladass, Löwner 2012: 394–395). A new development is the omnipresence 
of Ambedkar statues, the founder of the neo-Buddhism in India, an identity marker for Dalits, 
in the same way that crosses in front of their houses are identity markers for Catholics in Goa.

Figure 27.3 Solomon Raj, “Jesus on the Lotusflower” (Batik)

Source: copyright Gudrun Löwner
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Sri Lanka

Although Christianity existed in Sri Lanka prior to the arrival of the Portuguese in 1505, except 
the Nestorian cross of Anuradhapura, nothing artistic has survived. But we can assume that the 
churches were copies of the colonial countries that imported Christianity to Sri Lanka as we can 
still see today in the Dutch Reformed churches in Colombo and Galle and in the omnipres-
ent Anglican, Methodist, and Baptist British churches. In the twentieth century, the Anglican 
Chapel of the Trinity College in Kandy (1958), the Anglican Cathedral of Christ the King 
in Kurunegala (1956), and the Anglican Cathedral in Colombo (1973) were constructed by 
purposely borrowing from the Buddhist architecture of Polunnaruwa and the Temple of the 
Tooth in Kandy. The Kandy chapel, designed and painted by the Christian artist David Paynter 
(1900–75) mirrors the Buddhist preaching halls dharma chalas, which are open to three sides, 
supported by carved wooden pillars and an elevated place for the preaching monks, whereas 
the believers sit on the floor (Löwner 2018: 158). The Christ the King Cathedral resembles the 
Temple of the Tooth with an octagon tower and inside has art works from the Buddhist famous 
artist George Keyt (1901–93) (Dalmia 2017), the Anglican artist Nalini Jajasuriya, and wooden 
railings painted in Kandyan style. The Colombo cathedral similarly borrows from the Temple of 
the Tooth architecture (Robinson, Sansoni 2016: 166–167).

Among the Sri Lankan artists who specially engage in crossing over in their multireligious 
context, the Anglican Nalini Jajasuriya (1924–2014) is presented here for the Christian artists. 
Her Christ Mandala (Pongracz, Küster, Cook 2007; Jajasuriya 2004) depicts a cross-legged sit-
ting, meditating Christ with the teaching mudra and in one hand, he holds the earth or the Holy 
Communion. The four evangelists in red (similar to Buddhist bodhisattvas/monks) are worship-
ping the larger Christ and the four corners represent the symbols of the evangelists. Jesus is in 
the center of the universe. Jajasuriya had international exhibitions with her beautiful, color-
ful, balanced Asian narratives, which were published widely (National Council of Christian 

Figure 27.4 Anglican Christ the King Cathedral in Kurunegala, Sri Lanka

Source: photo by Gudrun Löwner
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Churches in Sri Lanka 2014, 4 pictures; Takenaka 1982: 29; Ref_878_FILE150315172027: 44; 
Löwner 2018: 160–163).

The Buddhist monk Ven. Hatigammana Uttarananda (born 1954) takes a great interest in 
Christianity, which is reflected in his art. Following in the footsteps of the Buddhist monk 
L.T.P. Manjushri (1902–82) who was famous for his copies of temple murals and George Keyt 
and through the meeting with the Jesuit Aloysius Pieris, Uttarananda took an interest in the 
liberating message of Jesus and the Buddha (National Christian Council of Sri Lanka 2014: 7 
pictures). Uttarananda’s work is dominated by religious topics and through the dialogue he was 
able to look at his own faith with different eyes. He discovered a liberating Buddha fighting 
against the evils of his time and in our times. His first work in this art dialogue was a relief for 
the Tulana Dialogue Centre of Pieris representing Jesus Washing the Feet of His Disciples (1982), 
transferring this scene to a Buddhist Sri Lankan setting and crossing over to the traditional Dana 
round including some women watching the scene, a much discussed inculturation (Küster 
2021: 77). Uttarananda painted numerous portraits of Buddha and Christ, including meditating 
figures of Christ (Löwner 2018: 96–116; Küster 2010). The present art in Sri Lanka deals rarely 
with religion. The installations mostly depict the brokenness, destruction, mourning, and the 
civil war and also dare to attack Buddhism (Grosser 2010: 267–270).

Thailand, Nepal, and Korea

Whereas interreligious dialogue flourished in Sri Lanka, that is not so the case in Thailand, 
Nepal, and Korea. Christianity has less than 1% of the population in Thailand and Nepal. The 
Christian Thais are mostly Catholics from the hill tribes. The best-known Christian Thai artist 

Figure 27.5 Temple of the Tooth in Kandy, Sri Lanka

Note: see especially the octagonal building on the right with a red roof, which was adopted as a model for the 
cathedral tower.

Source: photo by Gudrun Löwner
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is Sawai Chinnawong (born 1959) who engages in his colorful biblical art with Buddhist forms 
and Thai styles like in the depiction of the people, buildings, and faces (Pongracz, Küster, Cook 
2007; Chinnawong 2007). In Pattaya, the Catholic order of the Redemptorists has erected a 
chapel entirely in Thai Buddhist style where local artists have covered the walls from inside with 
Biblical stories painted in the style of Buddhist temple murals (Holste-Helmer 2016). Similarly, 
we can find the Catholic Cathedral in Kathmandu covered with murals in Newari style as a 
biblia pauperum. The Tibetan Buddhist art of thanka paintings is also used by the Christian 

Figure 27.6 Ven. Hatigammana Uttarananda, “Jesus Washing the Feet of His Disciples,” Oil on Canvas

Source: copyright Gudrun Löwner
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Lawrence Sinha (O’Grady 2001: 64), the Buddhist Kunsang Lama, and others to create medita-
tive mandala style paintings of the life of Jesus (Löwner 2015).

Korea is very proud that the first contact with Catholic Christianity happened with Confu-
cian scholars who traveled to China and converted and not through colonialism. Nestorian-
ism also left behind in Korea a stone cross and a Mary statue with baby Jesus on her lap, from 
the eighth to the ninth century (Küster 2021: 71–72), reminding of the bodhisattva Guanyin. 
Although in the beginning, few churches were built in Buddhist temple style that stopped 
rapidly with the growing influence of Protestantism in Korea, which did not show interest in 
art at all and replicated the buildings from back home. Modern buildings became the norm. 
Some artists like Kim Hak Soo (born 1919) and Kim Ki-Chang (1913–2001) painted the Life 
of Christ in a Korean context with traditional Korean brush and ink technique (Chosun), refer-
ring to Jesus as a foreigner and his disciples as scholars and members of the Confucian elite with 
horsetail hats and white hanboks (Sundermeier 2010: 125–134), while others depicted Minjung 
theology (Küster 2010: 140–209) with woodcuts. But only few artists referred to Buddhism like 
the Catholic Lee Chun-Man (born 1941) and Hong Song-Dam (born 1955). Here of inter-
est is the female sculptor Lee who makes impressive stone and bronze statues that go beyond 
Asian traditional aesthetics in their roughness. A bronze Christ at the cross with enlarged hands 
expresses peace in suffering and is blessing; he is standing, not hanging, a combination of dying 
and resurrection reminding of the peaceful Buddha with enlarged hands, which Lee also made. 
Her Buddha is shedding a tear as sign of his compassion, unknown in Buddhist iconography. 
Jesus and Buddha, symbols of compassion have rough large hands, the hands of manual male and 
female workers, who are fighting for survival. But Lee is no longer a Minjung artist although 
she was influenced by it; her art is beyond inculturation and has gained a global language and 
recognition (Sundermeier 2010: 192–203; Küster 2021: 73). An example for dialogue from 
the Buddhist side is the modern popular Buddhist Gilsangsa Temple in Seoul with a Zen-
meditation center. They ordered from the famous Catholic sculptor Choi Jong-Tae a standing 
hybrid statue, which is one statue Guanyin and Mother Mary and attracting the visitors in the 
garden (Choi 2015).

Japan

In 1549, Christianity reached Japan through the Jesuits who are known for their dialogue with 
the wealthy and mighty in their mission fields and their interest to spread Christianity through 
the arts. They came across the bodhisattva Avalokitesvara also known as Guanyin, the goddess of 
mercy and compassion. In her depiction with a baby in the arms, she strongly resembles Mary. 
Mary and baby Jesus became the favorites of the new Christians and were painted according to 
the instructions of the Jesuit Giovanni Cola. When Christianity was flourishing, screens depict-
ing foreigners, trade, and also a Catholic Church in Japanese Buddhist style became popular as 
Nanban art (Löffler 2011: 65).

When Christianity was strictly forbidden from 1613 to 1873, “holy images were ‘transfig-
ured’ into Japanese style in order to avoid detection and destruction. These are the so called 
Nandogami (closet gods/goddesses) and Maria Kannon (Mary Goddess)” (Midori 2009: 233). 
These Mary Kannon statues appeared as Japanese in dress and had in the back a hidden cross.

When Japan slowly opened its borders in 1873, Christianity was permitted again, but art 
won some importance only after the World War II. In 1973, the Japan Christian Art Association 
had its first show. From the Zen tradition, Ikebana (the way of the flowers) was picked up and 
Kyoko Grant and others started to make altar arrangements like prayer, Easter, and Pentecost, 
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borrowing from the traditional rules of Ikebana (Sundermeier 2010: 36–38). As Protestantism 
is the religion of the word, one is not surprised that calligraphy was also used for Bible texts 
and publicly displayed in churches and houses. From the large number of Christian art that 
emerged, Soichi Watanabe (born 1949) is strongly influenced by the reduction and minimalism 
of Japanese Zen Buddhism, but also by the art of Rouault. Faces are totally blank; figures are 
only outlines but still speaking like a typical Zen stone garden. Even two Christian Zen gardens 
exist in the Daitokuji Tempel/Kyoto in remembrance of the temple founder who became a 
Christian in the sixteenth century (Sundermeier 2010: 33–35). Regarding architecture, there is 
no doubt that the greatest affinity is to Zen-Buddhism and its minimalism. The self-taught star 
architect Tadao Ando is known for his minimalistic reinforced concrete architecture following 
in the footsteps of Le Corbusier (Baek 2009: 5). In 1989, he finished the project of the Church 
of the Light in Ibaraki near Osaka, which he had undertaken on the request of the Protestant 
United Church of Christ in Japan (Bagrintsev 2019: 22). The church only measures around 
100 m² and fascinates the worshipper through a huge glass cross integrated in the altar wall 
facing the east as slits. This is the only visible Christian symbol but the light entering through 
this cross is overwhelming and speaking. Traditionally, Asian Christians are not attracted by 
the cross, but this presentation is giving the feeling of enlightenment and “entering a massive 
basilica or cathedra” (Bagrintsev 2019: 73). The light cross is not the cross of suffering and 
persecution but “illuminates the glory of the resurrected Jesus that comes after the persecution, 
a fact not fully attended to by Zen Buddhism” (Baek 2009: 138). Tadao Ando has captured in 
this church the essence of the ascetic Protestant belief of the educated members of this church. 
He positions himself religiously both in Shintoism and Buddhism and says that “in Japan, vari-
ous religions not only co-exist, but can also be simultaneously revered by the same person” 
(Baek 2009: 186). In the coexistence of the different religions, he sees important ingredients of 
Japanese spirituality. The influences present here heavily include Zen-Buddhism through the 
nothingness philosophy of Kitarō Nishida (1870–1945), Daisetz Suzuki, the father of modern 
Zen-Buddhism, and the Christian theology of Paul Tillich. Ando constructed several similar 
churches with exposed concrete like on Mt. Rokko, Kobe, 1986, a wedding chapel, predomi-
nantly used by non-Christians and all of them “are imbued with a conjunction in which both 
Christian iconography and its Japanese ‘other’ are simultaneously evoked” (Bagrintsev 2019: 
102). He also designed the Buddhist Water Temple, Hyogo in 1991.

China

The Jesuit Matteo Ricci (1552–1610) reached China in 1582, where he presented himself in 
the dress of a Buddhist monk, which he later changed. His mission approach was very inclusive 
of local art and customs, which developed into the rites controversy and the suppression of the 
Jesuit order. Definitely Christian art was produced using sinicization, especially the dresses, 
architecture, and nature of the Biblical stories. The artist and Apostolic Delegate to China, 
Celso Costantini (1876–1958), started a period of neo-accommodation. There again, a lot of 
sinicization is visible but little that could be surely identified as being borrowed from Buddhism. 
The Art Department of the Catholic Fu Jen University in Beijing, founded in 1930, became 
the center of a flourishing Christian Chinese center. Outstanding among the artists was the 
Buddhist Lucas Chen (1903–66), who converted to Christianity. He cherished The Madonna 
with Virgin Musicians (1938) as his best picture, depicting a maximum of sinicization and Bud-
dhist influence. The mother carries the baby on a feather blanket, which indicates a new realm. 
Around the neck the little boy has a lock, remembering an old Chinese custom, where rich 



Gudrun Löwner

334

parents gave their children away to a poor woman. Once grown, the child was returned and the 
lock opened—this custom was used here to symbolize that the divine child was entrusted to the 
earthly mother Mary. At the back, a lady orchestra of eight Chinese instruments is celebrating 
the birth of Jesus (Bornemann 1950: 58–9). Christ in the Tomb, also from Chen, is the last picture 
of a way of the cross. Here the adaptation from the Buddha who is going to nirvān․a is obvious. 
He is lying on a stone and his crown is next to his head (Bornemann 1950: 70–71). Obviously, 
the face of Christ is still Western as he should be identifiable as different, whereas the faces of 
the other figures are more Chinese. With growing Maoism, all these activities came to a stop, 
and the SVD missionaries and others had to leave.

Today, China has a fast-growing Christianity with a vibrant Christian art scene. Some 
churches have been given back from the government and are now used as churches again. 
Many of them are still witnessing the architecture of their old missionaries (Sweeten 2020) 
but at the same time, hundreds of new churches are built with a strong modern mission 
language. They are not hiding but making a strong modern international statement, called 
“Architecture parlante” (speaking) (Stückelberger 2018: 42). Whenever possible, nature, such 
as water or mountain, is integrated in the church building, which reminds of Buddhist mon-
asteries and Zen gardens. Inspiration from Buddhism directly is rarely taken when I looked 
through numerous catalogs of Amity Foundation. Fan Pu, who is known for her Biblical sto-
ries in traditional paper cutting, occasionally uses the mandala form for her stories in the 90s. 
Dao Zi is inspired by Zen Buddhism in his minimalism, which shows only shades of black, 
gray, and gold (Dao 2018: 24–27). His reduced painting that shows God as a splash of gold 
color was chosen by the Catholic organization Misereor in Germany as a meditation picture 
for a Lenten season meditation. This is not surprising as German Protestantism as Japanese 
and Chinese Protestantism have a liking for Zen Buddhist style, which is considered a reduc-
tion to the essential and therefore speaking to modern people. Some elements of Buddhism 
have joined the universal modern culture, and meditating peaceful stone or concrete Bud-
dhas have entered along with Chinese or Japanese stone lamps the gardens and houses also of 
Christian people in the West.

Notes
1 Here the term “Nestorian” is still used although they spoke of themselves as Jingjiao (luminous religion) 

in the stele of Sianfu. Today, they speak of “Church of the East” and use other words, but most scholarly 
articles of that time speak about the Nestorian Church that was strong in Persia; therefore, I follow in 
their footsteps.

2 Email to me from J. Sahi on February 8, 2021, with attached picture.
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African Americans make up about 3% of American Buddhists, according to the Pew Research 
Center (“Religious Landscape Study” 2021), but as African American Buddhism is now in a 
second wave, its concerns and number of teachers are expanding. Pamela Ayo Yetunde and 
Cheryl A. Giles, in Black and Buddhist: What Buddhism Can Teach Us About Race, Resilience, 
Transformation, and Freedom (2020), offer helpful lists of both waves. In the first group are fig-
ures like Faith Adiele, Charles Johnson, Sensei Alex Kakuyo, and Jan Willis (Yetunde and Giles 
2020: v–vi). The second generation includes figures like Lama Rod Owens, Ruth King, and 
Rev. angel Kyodo williams (Yetunde and Giles 2020: 176–178).1 Angela Dews’s edited volume, 
Still, in the City (2018) offers essays on practice in the busyness of American urban life by some 
of Yetunde and Giles’s participants but also includes writings by Joshua Bee Alafia, Nobantu 
Mpotulo, Rosemary Blake, and Tuere Sala.

African American practitioners share common concerns emerging from the legacy of slavery, 
including racism and ongoing, intergenerational trauma, and how to address this particular kind 
of suffering is central in African American Buddhist thought. As Lama Rod Owens writes so 
beautifully and aptly:

the Middle Passage represents much more than the transport of Black bodies across 
an ocean; it was and still is the trauma of decisions made without consent. It is the 
creation of a context that does not privilege one’s deepest desire to return home and 
inhabit one’s agency and body. It is the perpetuation of a context that triggers disem-
bodiment, making out of Black bodies, minds, and spirits the meanings that fulfill the 
intentions of a racist and capitalist imagination. Thus, trauma . . . becomes a cyclical 
experience of continuous unfolding, of continuous forced movement without con-
sent. It perpetuates terror, despair, hopelessness, and disconnection. It is a voyage that 
never docks at any port but remains suspended, unexamined.

(Owens, in Yetunde and Giles, 55)

This legacy leads to anger, depression, and shame, among other emotional states. Charles John-
son, naming the “thinghood,” of a slave, directly links this suffering with its Buddhist response: 
“The black experience in America, like the teachings of Shakyamuni Buddha, begins in suffer-
ing” (  Johnson 1999).2
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This trauma has shaped African American Buddhism’s sources and concerns. Here, I will 
discuss some of the foundational figures for African American Buddhism. Second, I will discuss 
themes in African American Buddhist writing, which include the connection between African 
American Buddhism and civil rights and, coming from that connection, African American Bud-
dhism’s hybridization or syncretic deployment of religious practices, particularly in the intersec-
tions between Christianity and Buddhism. Third, I will discuss the issue of practice, particularly 
racism in American Buddhism and the search for a sangha that is welcoming to African American 
persons. Fourth, I will discuss Womanist-Buddhist thought. Finally, I would like to address the 
issue of authenticity and to honor writers whose work I cannot address in this brief chapter.

In this particular historical moment, both generations of African American Buddhists face 
again, it seems, the ongoing issues around race in America: civil rights, including the threat 
to voting rights; police brutality, as exemplified in the murder of George Floyd; and the cur-
rent resurgence of openly racist behavior and speech. All these have focused African American 
Buddhist thought. As Gaylon Ferguson puts it in his “Foreword” to Black and Buddhist, “Now, 
more than ever, we need this message of peace, a strong peace with justice and dignity,” one that 
involves both inner and outer dimensions (Yetunde and Giles 2020).

African American Buddhism: Beginnings

While there may have been African and African Americans practicing Buddhism in the United 
States as individuals since the nation’s founding, we see the recognition of African American 
Buddhism in the early twentieth century. Theravada Buddhist monk, the Venerable Bhante 
Bhikkhu Buddharakkhita says that the first Buddhists came to Africa in 1925, “ ‘brought by 
British people to build the east railway in Tanzania. They stayed around, built one of the oldest 
temples and formed a single state Buddhis association’ ” (Okiror 2020);3 therefore, immigrants 
may have brought Buddhist practice to the United States. Adeana McNicholl documents Bud-
dhism in African American life at about the same time. Buddhist thought is evident in the 
NAACP’s magazine, The Crisis, McNicholl writes, telling us that the magazine mentioned 
Buddhism in about 20 articles between 1911 and 1967. In addition, we see interest in Bud-
dhism developing in the Harlem Renaissance in the Moorish Science Temple (McNicholl 
2018: 890–891). Sufi Abdul Hamid created a hybridized Buddhist, Hindu, and Islamic practice 
(McNicholl 2018: 890–891), mixing these to promote black freedom and equality (McNicholl 
2018: 890–891).

The first formally ordained African American Buddhist monk was Venerable Bhante Suhita 
Dharma (1940?–2013). Bhante, as his students called him, began his life as a Catholic Trap-
pist monk, entering a monastery at age 14. He was later ordained by Ven. Thich Thien An, 
a Vietnamese Buddhist master, and was a Buddhist monk in, over his lifetime, three lineages, 
Mahayana, Theravada, and Vajrayana (Ikeda 2013).4 He was one of the original members of 
the Zen Peacemakers Order. Bhante also practiced ongoing religious multiplicity, as he never 
renounced his Catholicism and, at the end of his life, also affiliated with the Coptic Church 
(“In Memoriam” 2013).

Alice Walker, who practices Vajrayana/Tibetan Buddhism, and Tina Turner (William Morris 
1986), who practices Nichiren Buddhism, were two of the first well-known African American 
women to practice Buddhism openly. Walker, the source of Womanist thought, which I will 
discuss later, opened the discussion of Buddhism in that area in religion and theology. Turn-
er’s practice focuses on chanting and is derived from Nichiren Buddhism. The lay practice of 
Nichiren is disseminated in the United States by Soka Gakkai International or Nichiren Soshu 
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of America, a Japanese organization, representing, perhaps, the most racially diverse form and 
largest number of American Buddhism.5

Soka Gakkai’s leader Daisaku Ikeda, who came to the U.S. in the 1960s, has been very 
aggressive in attacking racism and, therefore, Soka Gakkai has been attractive to African Amer-
icans and other persons of color. In addition, Ikeda uses African American historical figures, 
from Sojourner Truth to Martin Luther King Jr. (Seager 2006: 149) as examples in his thought. 
Soka Gakkai, the “Society for the Creation of Value,” has about a 20% African American 
leadership (Strand 2003), although, depending on where one practices, the group may be pre-
dominantly white (Seager 2006: 149). Ikeda reached out to the African American community 
after witnessing a racist act in Chicago’s Lincoln Park in 1960. An African American boy was 
watching some white boys play ball, and an elderly white man, John Greenfield recounts, was 
present:

When one of the children missed the ball and fell down, the black boy laughed and 
cheered. Furious, the senior stood up and screamed at him. The child shook with 
humiliation, fired back an angry retort, and then sprinted out of sight. Ikeda was 
overcome with indignation. “His hands, unconsciously clenched into fists, trembled,” 
the author [Ikeda] narrates, writing about himself in third person. “He felt a helpless 
sense of anger toward a society where such unjust treatment of a young boy passed 
unchallenged. This incident happened as the centennial of Abraham Lincoln’s Eman-
cipation Proclamation abolishing slavery in America was approaching, and in a park 
that bore this American president’s name. . . . In his heart, [Ikeda] addressed the young 
boy in the park: ‘I promise you that I will build a society truly worthy of your love 
and pride.’ ”

(Greenfield 2012; Ikeda and Uchida 1995: 145)6

Scholars argue that Soka Gakki, like Vipassana and Zen, appeals to American individualism. 
Tina Turner, for example, began to chant, not because she joined a sangha, but because she 
was told about chanting by one of her ex-husband’s, Ike Turner’s, girlfriends, and taking on the 
practice, she found a sense of freedom and ji-riki or tsu-li, self-power, that allowed her to leave 
Ike Turner. Jane Hurst writes that this individual empowerment is one reason that Soka Gakkai 
attracts Americans and, particularly, minoritized Americans:

Soka Gakkai’s teaching of Nichiren Buddhism offers hope for individuals through 
accessing power of the Gohonzon by chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo. Thus, minority 
Soka Gakkai members can experience its ethos of individual power, the freedom to 
change one’s life no matter what one’s circumstances, and the support of the mission 
for world peace. Nichiren Buddhism’s ethos is enlightened self-interest. As a practi-
tioner improves his or her own karma and creates positive cause for positive effects, the 
world itself can become more peaceful and “a better place.” These are very American 
values experienced by minority Nichiren Buddhists in a nontraditional way. It makes 
sense that Nichiren Buddhism’s unusual approach to these values should be embraced 
by minority groups often ignored or rejected by mainstream America.

(Smith 2000: 10)

Many scholars and practitioners do not see Soka Gakkai as “real” Buddhism. Jan Willis 
quotes Sandy Boucher who writes, “Many people in the world of American Buddhists are leery 
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of Nichiren Shoshu, seeing it as a pseudoreligion in which people ‘chant to get a Cadillac’ ” 
(Willis 2020a). This, too, points to class and race divisions. Boucher writes,

People in Nichiren do chant to get a car, a house, a job, a better life. It is also true that 
the majority of people in this country practicing the other forms of Buddhism already 
have access to those things and so can comfortably choose to renounce them.

(Willis 2020a)

One practitioner sees this strategy of encouraging practitioners to “step in pursuit of whatever 
they constructed as happiness” as way of getting them, “almost unbeknownst to them” to walk 
the Buddhist path (Seager 2006: 151) in a regular way. Ikeda told the Youth Division that 
“chanting is like driving a car in the direction of truth and happiness. Without regular mainte-
nance in the form of daily practice, Buddhism cannot get you where you want to go” (Seager 
2006: 157).

Civil Rights and Black Buddhism

As the example of the Moorish Science Temple’s deployment of Buddhism suggests, Buddhism 
has been linked to the search for and practices around claiming black freedom in America. In 
“Yes, We’re Buddhists Too!”, Jan Willis writes that many African Americans of her generation 
connected Buddhist teachings of love, forgiveness, and interdependence with the same teach-
ings by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (Willis 2011: 34). Charles Johnson’s essays best examine 
this connection. Johnson writes that King was “the most prominent moral philosopher in the 
second half of the twentieth century” and that Buddhism is the “logical extension” of King’s 
dream (  Johnson 2014: 43). Pamela Ayo Yetunde sees nonviolence and interconnectedness in 
King’s “I  Have a Dream” speech (Giles and Yetunde 2020: 106–107) in her work as well. 
King embraced, Johnson argues, “much of what a Buddhist would see as the bodhisattva vow” 
(  Johnson 2021).7 For Johnson, Buddhist practice, combined with King’s teachings, opens a 
Way that recognizes interbeing—which Johnson calls the “We-relation”—designating a path to 
nonviolence and ahimsa, noninjury (  Johnson 2014: 49, 51). African American Buddhist prac-
tice, following this Way, should address everyday issues, like creating a compassionate politics 
and working with others to establish “dukkha-reducing projects too great for us to accomplish 
individually” (  Johnson 2014: 51).

This work points to a larger goal as well. For King, Johnson argues, the ultimate goal was 
transformation of the social: “the real goal was the Beloved Community. That’s what it was 
about, not just [integration]” (Bell 2018).8 The Beloved Community, as King envisioned 
it, involved a global commitment to nonviolence such that conflict could be reconciled 
through “adversaries cooperating together in a spirit of friendship and good will” (King 
Center, 2020: “Beloved Community”), and many people of color have “revisioned” (Gleig 
2020) the sangha in this form. Indeed, King himself encountered Buddhism, and, I argue, 
was influenced by Buddhism’s concern with compassion, in his brief but deep friend-
ship with Thich Nhat Hanh, who sees himself as carrying on King’s work (Medine 2019: 
119–142).

The Civil Rights Movement is concerned with how structural inequality contributes to suf-
fering. Dealing with suffering from racism is a key goal for African American Buddhists as well. 
Michelle Clifton argues that Buddhist practice gives her strength to hold the pain of racism as 
she sits and to participate in her “simple humanness while holding the harsh gaze of history” 
(Clinton 2003: 35–36).
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Hybrid and Syncretic Practices: Addressing Intersectionality, 
Addressing Anger

As the connections between Buddhism and civil rights indicate, African American Buddhists, 
to address their complex suffering may engage in a mixed religious practice. African American 
Buddhist life is intersectional, involving race but also gender and class and other identities. 
African American Buddhism is intercultural in the sense that it questions the metanarrative’s 
epistemes and deploys more complex epistemic constructions to make sense of and to make 
space for black life.

Jan Willis’s definition of herself as a “Baptist-Buddhist” exemplifies the ways that African 
Americans, even if they practice a Buddhist tradition, embrace multiple traditions, particularly 
their natal religions.9 As we see with Bhante Suhita Dharma, many African American Buddhists 
do not leave behind their Christian identities, even if they leave behind those practices. Some 
fold the spirit of their previous practices into the new. For example, Lama Rod Owens writes 
that the Black Church, for him, has represented the “strategy to disrupt the workings of oppres-
sion, white supremacy” and the ways in which this country has tried to “exterminate” Black 
and indigenous bodies (Yetunde and Giles 2021: 60). Others retain practices and key figures, 
particularly Jesus.

Buddhist-Christian dialogue is not a new phenomenon. Thomas Merton, perhaps, best 
represents the Christian who came to understand that the West had much to learn from its 
neighbors,10 and there are a host of other voices speaking across practices, either to make alli-
ances or to enhance individual practice, in, for example, dual belonging.11 African American 
Buddhists—and, indeed, all who dually belong—may find in Buddhism practices that Chris-
tianity, particularly Protestant Christianity, has abandoned. Terry Muck, for example, suggests 
that Buddhism offers Christianity the practice of meditation. Silence emerges as the path to 
inner awareness—a dimension of religion that some feel Protestantism “plays down” (quoted in 
Bielefeldt et al. 2001: 25). For many Christians, the Protestant Reformation “jettisoned Chris-
tian mystical tradition, and we haven’t caught up yet” in recovering the contemplative practices 
that were lost (quoted in Bielefeldt et al. 2001: 25).

Michelle Clinton, an African American Zen practitioner, admits that she is one of these people 
who are looking for something deeper and that she is a Buddhist without a sangha—though she 
has done much more than many “nightstand Buddhists” (Tweed 2002) to advance her study. In 
“Breaking Through History: A Dark Reflection on Zen,” Clinton calls herself a “jive Buddhist.”

I want you to know I am a jive Buddhist, a simple lay Buddhist with no authority and 
minimal training: three days at Zen Mountain Center in Los Angeles (ironically during 
the summer of the Rodney King riots), a few books, one graduate class, no current 
sangha, and a few conversations seeking the Dharma with some “heavyweight” Bud-
dhist teachers, monks, and friends. On the other hand, I sit [meditate] regularly. I hold 
a lifetime commitment to sitting (including lapses) and I reflect daily on the Dharma.

(Clinton 2003: 34)

Despite Clinton’s admission that she practices as an individual, it seems that African Ameri-
can Buddhists seem to be, at least in the ways that they testify to their practices, somewhat 
different from the “nightstand Buddhists,” a sincere person, seeking something spiritual, who 
may read books on Buddhist philosophy but not adhere or convert in any real way. For many 
African Americans, Buddhism, as a form of deepening one’s standing religious orientations, 
offers additional resources for dealing with racism and, particularly, with the anger, isolation, 
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and despair that result from being an oppressed person. The empowerment gained from medita-
tion lets practitioners work with anger to work for justice but also for healing and inner peace.

Love and Rage (Owens 2020)

Black rage is a force that has to be transformed in order, as Lama Rod Owens argues, to wel-
come it as “a teacher and friend, so it can help us to benefit ourselves and others” (Owens 2020: 
2). Anger comes from seeing unjust social conditions; for example, the George Floyd murder, 
among other social and cultural attacks on black freedom, frames Yetunde and Giles’ Black and 
Buddhist. Anger comes from social inequality and from woundedness. Jan Willis describes both 
sources in Dreaming Me. She feels “anger at being unrecognized and misunderstood” (Willis 
2008: 13). Owens writes that African American anger is the anger of the ancestors as personal 
anger (Yetunde and Giles 2021: 50); it is intergenerational and transhistorical (Yetunde and 
Giles 2021: 50–51).

African American Buddhist bell hooks suggests that this anger is a righteous reaction to 
white supremacist capitalist patriarchal culture, which will do anything to maintain itself and 
which refuses accountability (hooks 1995: 13). It is a source of liberatory power. She argues that 
“killing rage” blocks African Americans from grieving (hooks 1995: 11) as it cultivates shame, 
which limits agency and the development of a constructive critical consciousness that acts as a 
catalyst to developing strategies for gaining freedom (hooks 1995: 12, 135, 143). She recognizes 
that white people are trapped by their delusion of racism, as they cannot truly face black rage 
and embrace black people as whole: “they cannot be subjects with us” (hooks 1995: 12).

What Buddhist practice offers, Owens argues, is to understand that although anger is part of 
the black experience, “Blackness and anger are not the same thing” (Yetunde and Giles 2021: 
51). Like hooks, Owens argues that we should see anger as a material to work with (williams 
et al. 2016: 49). He defines freedom as “the space I am able to cultivate around the material 
that I have felt trapped by in the past” (Owens 2020: 4). The work for social justice should not 
be grounded in anger (williams et al. 2016: 48) because, as Jasmine Syedullah suggests, this is 
to court remaining reactionary and compulsive, consumed by what is uncontainable (williams 
et al. 2016: 19). Practice lets us face anger. For Michelle Clinton, for example, meditation is 
“sitting with” her own and her community’s experiences of oppression:

To bear the meaning of history requires fortitude. Without fortitude of will, mind, and 
body, one collapses from despair or burnout when trying to hold the gaze of history. 
In my experience of Buddhist practice, everything eventually rises to consciousness. 
In time, all of your shit, all of your memories, thoughts, dreams, even a connection to 
collective consciousness, rise to the video screen of your mind. Zen practice, sitting 
and breathing before the stream of history, builds strength into the spine and breath 
that makes holding this difficult gaze possible.

(35)

This strength opens space (Owens 2020: 222).
In both the Civil Rights Movement and Black Buddhism, love is the radical dharma. King 

called for agape: “understanding and creative, redemptive goodwill for all men. An overflowing 
of love which seeks nothing in return, agape is the love of God operating in the human heart” 
(King, “Loving Your Enemies,” in King 2010). It is, for King, creative and spontaneous love 
in action that seeks to create and preserve community (King Center). Love, as Lama Rod and 
Rev. angel put it, thinking about King, is “unwrangleable” (williams et al. 2016: 138–139). It 
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is “direct, truthful, and real” (williams et al. 2016: 146). Love is a sign of a radical commitment 
to community but also a commitment to self. Love, Sharon Salzberg, writes, “can uproot fear 
or anger or guilt, because it is a greater power. Love can go anywhere. Nothing can obstruct 
it” (quoted in williams et al. 2016: 137). Love, as bell hooks puts is, is a verb (hooks 2001: 4): it 
involves reflection and practice.

Anger, Justice, and Self-Care

Some of the second wave’s insistence on self-care as a form of love is in reaction to the Black 
Lives Matter criticism of self-care. Patrisse Khan-Cullors, in her appearance at the University 
of Georgia, said that she does not believe in self-care, but in communal, community care. Rev. 
angel does not name B.L.M. but quotes a “national leader’s” social media post that she inter-
preted to mean: “I don’t have time for y’all self-care bullshit. We are out here facing real shit” 
(williams et al. 2016: xv). While PoC sanghas do envision “liberation as an aspiration for collec-
tive rather than just individual awakening,” (Gleig 2020) williams worries that without self-care, 
which includes radical examination of the self, we may fall into the “default mindset” of colo-
nization and capitalism (williams et al. 2016: xvi). Even we are not conscious, she argues, about 
how these structures can manifest in our work—in the illusion, as well, that we always must be 
producing something and making something happen to have value (williams et al. 2016: 140). 
And, as important, we can destroy our bodies, minds, and souls in constant unexamined action. 
Lama Rod argues that self-care is

a way of going against business as usual. It’s a radical route. Learning to love ourselves 
is hard to do. It’s a fierce kind of self-love that we need to work through – that I need 
to work through.

(williams et al. 2016: 140)

Engaging in self-care is a way of protecting the body and mind, not a betrayal to freedom 
movements (williams et al. 2016: 141). Right action, Yetunde and Giles argue, includes self- 
care so that we can manage anxiety and, from that, strategize for our survival (Yetunde and 
Giles 2021: 14).

Racism and/in American Buddhism and Finding a Sangha

Practice Buddhism individually may be a result of the difficulty in finding sanghas welcom-
ing to Black Buddhists and other people of color. Buddhist practitioners of color from across 
Buddhist traditions, recognizing this issue, organized their first retreat in 1992 at Spirit Rock 
Meditation Center in California. Bhante Suhita Dharma blessed the gathering, offering an 
invocation. Insight Meditation teacher Ralph Steele writes that Bhante “offered the invoca-
tion and we chanted along. Afterward, he greeted us, and then walked out into the abyss from 
which he had come” (quoted in Medine 2019: 131). They gathered, partly, because of the role 
race played and still plays in the practice of Buddhism in America. Class and race, as we see in 
the suspicion about Soka Gakkai, play a definite role in who practices where, particularly since 
sanghas tend to be in upper-class locations. Steele recalls an incident at Spirit Rock in Wooda-
cre, California, when a discussion of seeking out Buddhists of color began. “ ‘They got the 
message that their sangha wouldn’t be the same and they got scared,’ ” he remembers. “ ‘The 
reaction was: ‘I don’t know if I could handle that kind of shift.’ They had to sit with that and 
assimilate it’ ” (Pintak 2005: 2).
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Where to practice, therefore, becomes a key issue for African American Buddhists.12 Michelle 
Clinton, though she sits regularly (Clinton 2003: 34), finds the “relaxation necessary for spirit-
ual growth” difficult in white-dominated sanghas.13 angel Kyodo williams calls these “Starbucks 
sanghas” that want to compete on the level of comfort (williams et al. 2016: 124–125). Gener-
ally, their discourse is white dominated, as a white person usually gives the dharma talk, as well 
as being predominantly white in population. “Comfort” means, as Nathan Thompson, a white 
Buddhist acknowledges, that, though white Buddhists in America tend to be “liberal, progres-
sive, or somewhat further left on [the] social/political spectrum,” they, nevertheless, may be 
attached to a “racialized Buddhist identity” and tap “into the suppressed pattern of colonization 
that has been passed down from generation to generation” (Thompson 2013).14 This pattern 
may not result in overt racist action but structures the racist container that mirrors the majority 
culture. This puts people of color in an awkward situation—and, as Charles Johnson recounts, 
sometimes even the victims of open racist aggression, under attack by fellow practitioners and 
teachers (Making the Invisible Visible 2000).15 People of color often end up, in these spaces, 
practicing in oppressive silence (King 2017).

These sanghas may be overtly racist in other ways. As Ann Gleig writes in her very helpful 
essay on race in American Buddhism, “historically, many white American Buddhist converts 
have been resistant to acknowledging race and racial justice in and outside of their communities 
because they have labeled it a ‘political’ rather than a ‘Buddhist’ issue” (Gleig 2020). Gleig tells us 
how dharma teachers have reported white practitioners walking out of dharma talks that involve 
race and sending angry notes saying “they had come to meditate, not to engage in political 
discussion” (Gleig 2020). Some white practitioners may argue that people of color sanghas or 
affinity groups are separatist, even “reverse racism,” and are “at odds with Buddhist teachings of 
interdependence” or produce the Buddhist “poison” of anger (Gleig 2020).

Arisika Razak says that, given this aggression, segregated sanghas serve an important pur-
pose: “ ‘We come to sit with others like us who understand our grief and our anger, our rage 
and our sorrow, our despair. We come to a place that understands us’ ” (Yoshiko 2020). Kelsey 
Blackwell writes that people of color need sanghas in which to escape patterns of white domi-
nance that are present even when white people are examining their privilege.

People of color need their own spaces. . . . We need places in which we can gather 
and be free from the mainstream stereotypes and marginalization that permeate every 
other societal space we occupy. We need spaces where we can be our authentic selves 
without white people’s judgment and insecurity muzzling that expression. We need 
spaces where we can simply be – where we can get off the treadmill of making white 
people comfortable and finally realize just how tired we are.

(Blackwell 2018)

White people, Robin Hart put it clearly, “generally have no idea how it feels to be one 
among many, as most can choose to function in all-white settings” (Making the Invisible 
Visible, 2000). African American practitioners and teachers are calling for an examination of 
the ways the “whiteness and Buddhism have been intwined,” so as to be able to say, as Lama 
Rod Owens puts it, “ ‘Actually, that’s not Buddhism or dharma, that’s just white supremacy’ ” 
(Yoshiko 2020).

Jan Willis has written extensively about racism in Buddhism. In “Yes, We’re Buddhists Too!,” 
Willis writes that she does not see herself reflected in the generally Euro-American, elite, and 
white American Buddhist population (Willis 2011). African American practitioners often feel 
isolated and either erased or too visible—and, therefore, responsible for educating their white 
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compatriots about race—in these spaces (Sasser 2018). Willis also worries, she writes, about 
accessibility for African Americans because studying with a “bona fide lineage teacher requires 
leisure time and money” (Willis 2011).

Though there are more African American teachers, Harrison Blum tells us that “a high 
percentage of Western Buddhists and professional mindfulness providers are seemingly white, 
well-educated, and of middle or upper class” (Dews 2018: 20). A 2009 study Blum cites found 
among those with “ ‘considerable experience with mindfulness meditation’ ” (Dews 2018: 20), 
76% had some graduate education or a graduate degree and had median incomes between 
$70,000-$80,000 a year (Dews 2018: 20). This has led to organizations like Spirit Rock con-
sciously including more people of color in their training.

Still, the question of POC sanghas raises some important questions. As more African Ameri-
can practitioners are ordained, Pamela Ayo Yetunde explores whether African Americans should 
seek their own sanghas in “Voluntary Segregation: The Paradox, Promise, and Peril of People 
of Color Sanghas” (Yetunde and Giles 2020: 97–118). Yetunde has been a victim of racism—for 
example, she writes of the resistance to her speaking of the dharma in a sangha in Atlanta, Geor-
gia, a resistance that became so extreme that she was “trolled” on the sangha’s listserv (Yetunde 
and Giles 2020: 101). Though staying in predominantly white sanghas taught her about her 
“self ” and about white pathology, she supports POC sanghas, arguing that “by sitting together, 
POC may experience a variety of forms of secular and spiritual liberation; to be liberated in any 
of these forms promotes the ability to be in solidarity with others” (Yetunde and Giles 2020: 
106). In her definition of “Womanist,” in In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, Alice Walker, an 
African American Buddhist, writes that a womanist is “Not a separatist, except periodically, for 
health” (Walker 1983: x); African American Buddhists must argue the same.

Yetunde does ask us to be mindful of the desire for separation. While there is a necessity for 
“healing containers” to explore the experience of otherness (Yetunde and Giles 2020: 108), the 
desire to avoid white people is not right intention and is not, ultimately, liberative (Yetunde and 
Giles 2020: 113). In a Buddhist-Christian mode, Yetunde argues: “The Buddha and Jesus taught 
that embodying radical loving-kindness, even in the midst of being violated, is the ultimate 
way” (Yetunde and Giles 2020: 110). A “liberative Buddhism,” therefore, “supports strength, 
confidence, and equality, or in other words, what I call ‘Remarkable Relational Resilience’ in 
the face of the negative white gaze, real and perceived” (Yetunde and Giles 2020: 115).

Womanist-Buddhist Thought

Yetunde writes as a Womanist-Buddhist pastoral care practitioner and counselor and com-
munity dharma leader. Womanist-Buddhist thought became a defined discourse when Alice 
Walker began to write about her Buddhist practice. As early as her essays in In Search of Our 
Mothers’ Gardens, Walker has been critical of the ways that African diaspora peoples received 
Christianity. It was used, she argues, as an “imperialistic tool” against Africa (Walker 1983: 
266). In “The Only Reason You Want to Go to Heaven is That You Have Been Driven Out 
of Your Mind,” Walker asks us to think about what Christianity has taken away from African 
American people and how that religion was transmitted to us. Speaking of Haille Gerima’s film 
Sankofa, she talks about the brainwashing of enslaved Africans and of a character whose original 
“beliefs are denied her and the imprint of Christianity is literally beaten and branded into her 
flesh” (Walker 1997). In a Buddhist-Womanist gathering at Texas Christian University in 2011, 
Walker spoke about how she could know Christianity only through oppression but that she 
could learn Buddhist thought without—and these are my words—that colonial baggage (“An 
Evening with Alice Walker 2011).
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Walker was practicing Buddhism in the 1990s. In 1999, Walker and Pema Chödrön, an 
American Tibetan Buddhist nun and lama, spoke together about Buddhism in Alice Walker and 
Pema Chödrön in Conversation: On the Meaning of Suffering and the Mystery of Joy (Sounds True 
1999, 2014). Walker had discovered Chödrön’s work when she lost a loved one and seemed 
unable to recover from the loss. In a New York Times article, she writes:

I came to meditation . . . as most people do: out of intensity of pain. Loss, confusion, 
sadness. Anxiety attacks. Depression. Suicidal inclinations. Insomnia. A good friend 
told me about it, and I almost didn’t listen. .  .  . Still, the pain was unresponsive to 
everything else I tried.

(Walker 2000)

She writes that, over time, in meditation, she “felt herself drop into a completely differ-
ent internal space. A space filled with the purest quiet, the most radiant peacefulness” (Walker 
2000). Walker takes this peace to her social justice work. In their “Conversation,” Walker and 
Chödrön linked tonglen, the breathing practice of taking in pain and breathing out healing, to 
undoing oppression and, by extension, the work of civil rights. Chödrön remarked that the 
oppressor’s aggression is a sign of his or her own suffering that cannot be helped by one’s meet-
ing it with aggression. She said, “[Practice] tonglen and breathe in the recognition of the oppres-
sion of all people and something different can come out of your mouth.” Walker added, “War 
will not be what comes out of your mouth” (Conversation 2005).

Walker, like many African American practitioners, does not jettison elements of Christianity. 
She, as she has discussed her work with Chödrön, has resisted identifying herself as Buddhist, 
arguing that labels are “constrictive” (Swick 2007). She confirms that she loves Jesus (Swick 
2007) and senses his presence in Buddhist places: “I do not doubt, as some do,/That Jesus was 
a Buddhist monk./I have met Him in meditation centers/All over the world” (Alice Walker: 
The Official Website 2020).

Walker’s first published dharma talk, “This Was Not an Area of Large Plantations,” added a 
new dimension to Womanist thought (Walker 2006: 88–110) for, in it, she leads a sangha in, 
I argue, a spontaneous meditation for the healing of George Slaughter, a biracial man killed by 
his own white father (Medine 2016: 24):

May you be free
May you be happy
May you be at peace
May you be at rest
May you know we remember you.

(Walker 2006: 107ff.)

In light of Walker’s open claim of her Buddhist identity, Melanie L. Harris, Charles Hallisey, 
and Carolyn M. Jones Medine organized a Womanist-Buddhist consultation group. It met three 
times between 2009 and 2011. The consultation brought Buddhist studies and Womanist schol-
ars together to read Buddhist texts. Walker joined the group in the Fort Worth, Texas, meeting. 
The work of this group was featured at the American Academy of Religion and documented 
in two issues of Buddhist-Christian Studies.16

Walker, since, has issued several publications that explore her Buddhist thought, including 
essays in The Cushion in the Road: Meditation and Wandering as the Whole World Awakens to Being 
in Harm’s Way (Walker 2013) and poetry, including The World Will Follow Joy: Turning Madness 
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into Flowers (Walker 2014). She even described her Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, The Color Pur-
ple, as a “Buddha book that’s not Buddhist” (Busch 2013). Walker has influenced many African 
American women scholars, including me. Pamela Ayo Yetunde is someone who has been part 
of and expanded the discourse in Womanist-Buddhist thought, urging, for example, Woman-
ists to take seriously Walker’s work on sexuality, including lesbianism, moving toward a “Black 
Buddhist lesbian Womanist hermeneutic” (Yetunde 2017).

Final Thoughts

In an American Academy of Religion meeting in which Womanist-Buddhist work was pre-
sented, John Makransky commented that this might well be a new form of Buddhism (Ameri-
can Academy of Religion 2011). Purists might contest that idea—indeed, they may contest 
the idea that the particular concerns of African American Buddhists have anything to do with 
Buddhism at all. This question, however, though the numbers of African American practition-
ers are small, has become moot. The reality of what religions do is that they move; they are 
“traveling theories,” to use Edward Said’s term (Said 1983). As, for example, Buddhism moved 
from India to China, encountering Confucianism and Taoism, it adapted, creating the figure of 
the bodhisattva as a key element.

Richard Seager, reflecting on these adaptations, points out that, in the Lotus Sutra, Bud-
dhism, like Christianity, is described as a “missionary religion” (Seager 2006: 19). The principle 
of “zuiho-bini,” he writes, is the adaptation of Buddhism to different “local needs, languages 
and cultural styles” (Seager 2006: 141). “This principle is said to have its source in Shakyamuni’s 
original teachings and to have guided the transmission of the dharma across Asia” (Seager 
2006: 141). The principle seems most connected to Nichiren and Soka Gakkai, but its essential 
meaning has been carried out wherever Buddhism has moved. So, it is no accident that African 
American people have encountered, studied, and adapted Buddhism, just like their white coun-
terparts. Sebene Selassie seems to argue that, while American Buddhists, white or black, may 
be Orientalizing, the issue around adaptation is “not to be in contention with reality” (Yetunde 
and Giles 2020: 75), and she goes on to show us how she turns toward the reality that is black-
ness, beyond the modes in which culture constructs it, to find “a deep self-love” and the ability 
to embrace all that she is.

Life is suffering, and African American suffering, as we have discussed, has a particular 
form that can be healed by dharma practice but must be acknowledged, as Rima Vesely-Flad 
so well summarizes it, by a Western context that rests “upon histories of racialized colonial-
ism, genocide, slavery, illegal segregation, and de facto segregation” that construct black bodies 
as, in contrast to white bodies, unacceptable, threatening, and ugly (Vesely-Flad 2017). The 
deconstruction of this delusion, this ignorance, must be done before awakening can happen—
individually, for the African American Buddhist practitioner, and culturally, not just for those 
who practice Buddhism, but for America itself.

Many are engaged in this work. I have not been able to discuss many African American 
Buddhists who have influenced this chapter. I would like, in the tradition of African American 
people, therefore, to name a few, spanning African American Buddhist thought, that one might 
engage. I am grateful to Ralph Steele (2014), whose Tending the Fire deeply alerted me to the 
ways that African Americans bring their ethnic identities and practices forward. Steele is Gullah 
by birth and never abandoned that identity. He also alerted me to the importance of war for the 
transmission of Buddhism to African American peoples. He also illustrates how the wounds of 
war may necessitate adapting how one sits—if one can sit—in meditation. African American 
male soldiers probably encountered and converted to Soka Gakkai when they met Japanese 
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people. In a similar way, African Americans, like Steele, encountered Buddhism in the Vietnam 
War or because of it.

African American Buddhists are forming American life in multiple fields, like musician 
Herbie Hancock (Tricycle 2010) and Coach George Mumford, author of The Mindful Athlete: 
Secrets to Pure Performance (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 2015), the “mindfulness whisperer” who 
worked with the Chicago Bulls.

Buddhism has been introduced in prisons, but few have demonstrated its impact like San 
Quentin death row prison inmate, Jarvis Jay Masters, author of Finding Freedom: How Death Row 
Broke and Opened My Heart (Shambhala 2020) and That Bird Has My Wings: The Autobiography of 
an Innocent Man on Death Row (HarperCollins 2009). Masters won the PEN award for his poem, 
“Recipe for Prison Pruno.”

Angela Dews is a Buddhist fiction writer, author of Harlem Hit and Run: A Murder Mystery 
(Angela Dews 2021). Zenju Earthlyn Manuel, author of The Way of Tenderness: Awakening Through 
Race, Sexuality, and Gender. Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2015. Homelessness and Belonging  
(Wisdom 2018), also represents an African American urban voice, having moved from Louisiana 
to Los Angeles with her parents. And we must honor Meikle Paschal, whose The Black Buddhist: 
A Spiritual Journey (Intuitive Press, 2014), whose life began in Boston’s South End projects.

Breeshia Wade represents a young Buddhist voice in her Grieving While Black: An Antiracist 
Take on Oppression and Sorrow (North Atlantic Books, 2021).

I must also mention Faith Adiele, author of one of the first Buddhist autobiographies, Find-
ing Faith: The Forest Journals of a Black Buddhist Nun (W.W. Norton, 2005), who first alerted us 
to the complex intersectional lives of African American people, as she is a Nigerian, Nordic, 
American girl (www.adiele.com/home) and Thailand’s first black Buddhist.

There are many other important voices and books including Larry Ward’s America’s Racial 
Karma: An Invitation to Heal (Parallax Press, 2020), and Ruth King’s Mindful of Race: Transforming 
Racism from the Inside Out (Sounds True, 2020).

Finally, I must also honor two people who have and continue to run the race and whose 
work, with Alice Walker’s, began my thought on African American Buddhist thought: Dr. 
Charles Johnson, whose novel, Middle Passage (Scribner 1998), is a profound meditation on 
Buddhism and America, and my dear Dr. Jan Willis, Dreaming Me, of course, and also her col-
lected essays, authored from 1983 to now, Dharma Matters: Women, Race, and Tantra (Wisdom, 
2020).

I offer books to honor, but also because I was a “nightstand Buddhist” as a young person. 
Books were my only access to Buddhism—and any religion other than Protestant Christianity –  
growing up in rural North Carolina in the 1960s. Reading, I would argue, is an active experi-
ence and is, potentially, transformative. Kamilah Majied quotes Soka Gakkai leader Daisaku 
Ikeda, who figures in this chapter, saying that reading is a “battle for the establishment for the 
self ” that opens a dialogue with the self that may lead to the cultivation of “profound humanity” 
and “inner revolution” (Yetunde and Giles 2021: 140). They may lead us to become buddhas for 
the benefit of all. May all who read this be happy, at ease, free from danger, and loved.

Notes
 1 Ibid., 176–8. Some first-generation leaders, like Ralph Steele, are included in this list.
 2 Quoted in Yetunde and Giles, xviii, from Charles Johnson, “A Sangha by Another Name,” Tricycle 

(Winter 1999), https://tricycle.org/magazine/sangha-another-name/.
 3 Samule Okiror, “ ‘It’s Not Weird or Foreign: The Ugandan Monk Bringing Buddhism to Africa,” The 

Guardian (7 December  2020), www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/dec/07/ugandan- 
monk-bhante-buddharakkhita-buddism-buddhist-uganda-africa-mindfulness-meditation.
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 4 See also Lion’s Roar Staff, “Tributes Honor Passing of Ven: Suhita Dharma, first African American  
Buddhist Monk (  January 1, 2014), www.lionsroar.com/tributes-honor-passing-of-ven-suhita-dharma-
first-african-american-buddhist-monk/ and Maia, “Remembering Bhante Suhita Dharma,” The Jizo 
Chronicles (29 December  2013), https://jizochronicles.com/2013/12/29/remembering-bhante- 
suhita-dharma/.

 5 For a good history of Soka Gakkai, with an “informed impression” of Daisaku Ikeda as “leader, presi-
dent, and teacher” (207), see Richard Hughes Seager, Encountering the Dharma: Daisaku Ikeda, Soka 
Gakkai, and the Globalization of Buddhist Humanism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006). 
Seager reads Soka Gakkai as, in many ways, a form of Buddhist Modernism. He discusses the problem-
atic nature of the religion in Japan.

 6 Daisaku Ikeda and Kenichiro Uchida, The New Human Revolution, Vol. 1 (New York: World Tribune 
Press, 1995), 145; John Greenfield, “Monumental Error? How a Statue Honoring a Controversial 
Japanese Religious Leader Wound Up in a Chicago Park,” Newcity (6 December 2012), available: www.
newcity.com/2012/12/06/culture-clash-whats-a-sculpture-honoring-a-controversial-japanese-religious- 
leader-doing-in-a-chicago-park/.

 7 Charles R. Johnson, “The King We Need: Martin Luther King Jr., Moral Philosopher,” Lion’s Roar (  Jan-
uary  18, 2021), available: www.lionsroar.com/the-king-we-need-charles-r-johnson-on-the-legacy- 
of-dr-martin-luther-king-jr/.

 8 Carla Bell, “On ‘Mindfulness and Black America’ with Dr. Charles Johnson,” Afroliterati (March 12, 
2018), available: https://medium.com/@_afroliterati_/on-mindfulness-and-black-america-with-dr- 
charles-johnson-4aa10b16b8fa.

 9 See Carolyn Medine, “The Practice of Double Belonging and Afro-Buddhist Identity in Jan Willis’ 
Dreaming Me,” Buddhist-Christian Studies, vol. 40 (2020): 1–15. Christianity is not the only natal reli-
gion of African American people. See, for example, Kamilah Majied, “On Being Lailah’s Daughter,” 
in Black and Buddhist: What Buddhism Can Teach Us About Race, Resilience, Transformation, and Freedom, 
ed. Pamela Ayo Yetunde and Cheryl A. Giles (Boulder, CO: Shambhala Publications, 2020), 137–149. 
Majied’s natal orientation is Muslim.

 10 See, for example, Thich Nhat Hahn’s Living Buddha, Living Christ (New York: Riverhead Books, 
1995); Marcus Borg’s Jesus and Buddha: The Parallel Sayings (Berkeley: Ulysses Press, 1997); Susan 
Szpakowski, ed., Speaking of Silence: Christians and Buddhists in Dialogue (Halifax: Vajradhatu Publica-
tions, 2005).

 11 See, for example, Rose Drew, Buddhist and Christian? An Exploration of Dual Belonging (New York: 
Routledge, 2014); Gavin DeCosta and Ross Thompson, eds., Buddhist-Christian Dual Belonging: Affir-
mations, Objections, Explorations (New York: Routledge, 2016); Paul F. Knitter, Without Buddha, I Could 
Not be a Christian (London: Oneworld Academic, 2009 and 2013).

 12 See “The Challenges of Being POC in Largely White Sanghas,” Harvard Divinity School. Video, availa-
ble: https://hds.harvard.edu/news/2016/04/23/video-challenges-being-poc-largely-white-sanghas#.

 13 Clinton offers five tips for “Privileged Americans on How to Welcome Diversity into Your Sangha,” 
including making peace with your cultural karma, seeking multi-educational experiences, seeking 
cross-cultural friendships. Finally, she writes, “Ignore me. Find your own way (36).

 14 Thompson is responding to Dr. Amie “Breeze” Harper’s blog post describing the San Francisco Zen 
Center’s fiftieth anniversary celebration. She was one of three black people in attendance, and she 
discusses the fascination with her earrings, which had a picture of Angela Davis, that one person 
mistook to be Nina Simone (all black people look alike, is the message). She was told she “stood 
out.” In addition, she discusses two white women who performed an “Asian” dance in make-up 
to make them look Asian. The Sistah Vegan Project: A Critical Race Feminist’s Journey Through 
the ‘Post-Racial’ Ethical Foodscape . . . and Beyond, “Nina Simone, SF Zen Center, and How All 
Black People Still Look Alike” (August  12, 2012), available: http://sistahvegan.com/2012/08/12/
nina-simone-sf-zen-center-and-how-all-black-people-still-look-alike/.

 15 “Making the Invisible Visible: Healing Racism in Our Buddhist Community,” offers important insights 
from many POC practitioners, www.spiritrock.org/document.doc?id=9. Larry Yang offers several 
good examples of how POC practitioners are disadvantaged. He supports Jan Willis’s sense that POC 
often do not get guidance in the dharma. He speaks of not being greeted or spoken to. He also speaks 
of the inability of white sanghas to create containers to talk about race, instead denying that this is not 
the space in which to discuss race.

 16 Carolyn Medine, “The Practice of Double Belonging and Afro-Buddhist Identity in Jan Willis’ Dream-
ing Me,” Buddhist-Christian Studies, vol. 32 (2012): 45–88 and 36 (2016): 3–54.
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Introduction

This chapter turns a critical eye to the framework of Buddhist modernism as an analytic tool. 
The paradigm has produced many valuable insights—for example, highlighting changes in cos-
mological systems, hierarchical systems, and meditation practice. Nevertheless, “Buddhist mod-
ernism” functions as a metanarrative or a myth to create order out of the diversity of Buddhist 
communities across space and time but does so according to an evaluative narrative arc that 
makes value-laden claims. Like all stories, it tells us not only about observable “facts” but con-
nects these facts to values; however, these values remain largely hidden in scholarly accounts. 
For this reason, I consider Buddhist modernism a type of covert theology that sanctions certain 
types of Buddhism and judges others as inauthentic, depending on the scholar’s valuing of 
“tradition.”

For some scholars and Buddhists, “Buddhist modernism” signals progress and improvement. 
For others, the narrative of Buddhist modernism is intertwined with popular stock narratives1 
such as the biblical account of “the Fall,” the folkloric motif of the “departure of the fairies,” or 
the “death of God(s),” offering a tale of disenchantment and lost meaning (see Josephson Storm 
2017: 182). Buddhist modernism from this perspective is a story of the decline—the “mod-
ernization,” “secularization,” or “Westernization”—of Buddhism. And as Wedemeyer (2013: 
50) notes, “Narratives of decline never entail a positive assessment. They are meant, rather, as 
object lessons in what to avoid.”

McLaughlin (2020: 10) argues,

Academic involvement with verifying and pursuing “modern Buddhism” is an 
entrenched habit dating back to the beginnings of Buddhist Studies and religious stud-
ies as disciplines (Lopez 1995). With this inheritance, despite the efforts of recent schol-
arship, an association between modernity, whiteness, and Western culture has proven 
difficult to shake. This is in part because the association remains active in religious com-
munities, and must be reckoned with even as scholars deconstruct its validity.

To accelerate this deconstruction, and recognizing that “Buddhist modernism” highlights dis-
continuity and thus anxiety over authenticity in both scholarship and Buddhist discourse, I ask: 
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How might we characterize Buddhist groups in ways that acknowledge dynamic flows inher-
ited from the past—their blending of multiple histories, lineages, philosophical traditions, and 
cultural practices—rather than highlighting rupture? What effect might a narrative of continuity 
have in how scholars represent past and present Buddhist groups?

The Modern West and Its Non-Western Other

In the social sciences, the concept of modernity has been dual in usage, referring to both an 
epoch commencing with roughly the end of the medieval period in Europe and a particular 
configuration of cultural norms, attitudes, and practices that were ushered in with the post-
medieval period. Modernity has been defined in a number of ways, such as accelerated societal 
changes brought by science and technology (Berger 2014: 5); a sense of shared temporality made 
possible through technologies such as newsprint (Andersen 2006); and capitalism, industrialism, 
surveillance capacities, and military power (Giddens 1990). Josephson Storm (2017: 8) describes 
its usage as entailing “specific artistic and philosophical movements to particular historical rup-
tures to distinctive sociological processes, such as urbanization, industrialization, globalization, 
or various forms of rationalization.” For Weber—who arguably has the greatest influence in the 
literature on Buddhist modernism in Theravāda (Choompolpaisal 2008)—modernity entails 
disenchantment, rationalization, and secularization. “The very term modernity is not clearly 
defined,” Simić notes (2008: 189), and there is no shortage of ever-expanding definitions.

Current academic theories acknowledge a variety of different modernities arising in non-
Western contexts (e.g., Eisenstadt 2002; Gaonkar 2001; see also Thomassen 2012), though the 
original notion of “modernity” was singular and originated in European intellectual history to 
refer to itself. Josephson Storm (2017: 62) notes that “the human sciences came into being with 
the shared presumption that ‘modernity’ represented a historical and cultural rupture decisively 
demarcating contemporary Europe from both its past and its non-European other.” The concept 
of modernity, rooted in a Eurocentric narrative of history, was forged by those who recognized 
themselves at either the forefront of a universal progressive process or, for those like Weber, as 
the harbingers of rupture, secularization, and loss of meaning (Choompolpaisal 2008: 12–13).

Building on this already diverse set of definitions of modernity, Buddhist modernism is 
described as the confluence of Western philosophical, political, religious, and other cultural tra-
ditions with Asian Buddhist counterparts (McMahan 2008) (see Figure 29.1). In this paradigm, 
“Western” and “modern” are interchangeable. Asia provides the “traditional” (old, conservative) 
materials that become “modernized” by the influence of Western (new, progressive) political, 
religious, and social philosophies and practices. This combination, based on dualisms of tra-
ditional/Asian and modern/Western, is characterized as a radical break in Buddhist traditions 
(Payne 2015). Such a model highlights rupture and thus inauthenticity: Buddhist modernists are 
perpetually suspect when seen through a lens that values historical continuity (“tradition”) as a 
necessary factor for authentic Buddhist praxis. It is for this reason that we find the literature on 
Buddhist modernism, particularly Engaged Buddhism, so focused on issues of authenticity as 
manifested through discourses of discontinuity (see, for example, Yarnall 2000; Temprano 2013).2

Because there is no consensus regarding how much Western influence tips a group from 
traditional to modernist, “virtually no contemporary group can escape being labeled as such” 
(Mitchell and Quli 2015: 197). Further complicating the issue is that some features associated 
with Buddhist modernism are also indigenous to precolonial Asian Buddhist traditions (Quli 
2010: 37; Mitchell and Quli 2015: 206). For example, laicization can be found in Shinran’s 
religious movement, or in the clerical norms that emerged among ganninanse in Sri Lanka 
preceding the reimportation of monastic lineages from Burma and Siam. Seen from different 
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perspectives and against a backdrop of different geographies—Jōdo Shinshū in the context of 
Japan versus the United States, for example—a group can appear either modernist or traditional, 
depending on whether the researcher wishes to foreground rupture or continuity. Thus, the 
label of Buddhist modernism remains largely subjective.

Epoch and Ethos

The “traditional/modern” dualism is used in two senses in the scholarly literature: diachronic 
and synchronic. The diachronic usage appears in periodization schemes such as Early Buddhism 
→ Traditional Buddhism → Modern Buddhism.3 (Note that while “early” and “modern” peri-
ods are each several hundred years each, “traditional” encompasses more than 1,500 years and 
covers numerous Buddhist traditions over vast geographies and cultures.) The second usage is 
synchronic, referring to an ethos. Used in this manner, “traditional” simply refers to a “non-
modern” set of cultural norms, values, and practices. Here we see the way that synchronic and 
diachronic uses become entangled: “traditional” is synonymous with both a premodern period 
and a fixed ethos derived from that period that persists into the present (McLaughlin 2020: 9). 
It is precisely because of this slippage that Buddhists deemed “traditional” in the contemporary 
period can be easily characterized as “backward” or “superstitious.” For Western Buddhist inno-
vators in particular, “traditional” Buddhists serve as the foil against which to contrast their own 
progressivism and presumed alliance with science (Quli 2009, 2019).

PROTESTANTISM
anti-superstition

anti-ritual
textual authority

centrality of belief & 
doctrine

authority of experience
anti-clericalalism

lay-centricity
self-reliance

social activism

POSITIVISM
rationalism

scientific naturalism
demythologization

objectivism
scientific cosmology

freedom from superstition
medicalization of the body

scientific progress

ROMANTIC EXPRESSIVISM
psychology

self-help
healing

authority of experience
individualism
self-reliance

goodness of nature
individual progress

freedom from social norms

EUROPEAN 
ENLIGHTENMENT
liberal feminism

human rights
democratization

individualism
self-reliance

societal progress
secularism

freedom of & from
religion

Figure 29.1  A sampling of Western discourses that comprise the “modernism” aspect of Buddhist mod-
ernism. All four discursive fields overlap and are porous rather than separate. Freedom, for 
example, occurs in all four discursive fields in various inflections. See also McMahan (2008), 
who divides these discourses into three rather than four fields.
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Shedding light on this entanglement of the “traditional” period and “traditional” Buddhism, 
medievalist Carol Symes (2011: 717) notes that “non-modern” and “non-Western” occupy the 
same semantic space:

For this is what we talk about when we talk about modernity: rights of equal (histori-
cal) representation, complexity of consciousness, capacity for agency, the dignity of 
being considered relevant and fully real. This is why the people of the “Middle Ages” 
inhabit a conceptual space analogous to that of “India”: both, in the words of Dipesh 
Chakrabarty, “refer to certain figures of the imagination” that can be shaped and 
reshaped to serve particular historical and political projects.

It is this “complexity of consciousness” and “capacity for agency” that plagues much of the 
writing on Buddhist modernism. For example, a great deal of scholarship on vipassanā in South 
and Southeast Asia has focused on exposing its modernist, Westernized nature, producing the 
widespread misunderstanding that meditation in “traditional” Theravāda was exceedingly rare. 
Instead of investigating the shifting practices of and attitudes toward meditation in the “tradi-
tional” period, meditation is treated as if it didn’t exist; Skilton, Crosby, and Kyaw (2019: 3) 
suggest that “any variety or development within Theravāda beyond statements in the Pali texts, 
until we come to 19th and 20th-century Burmese—and to a lesser extent Thai—revival of 
meditation in response to colonialism, remains invisible.” “Traditional” Theravāda Buddhism 
has been deprived of its dynamism and diversity, remaining largely fixed after the “early” or 
“canonical” period until the arrival of Western modernity. This presumed stasis reveals an atti-
tude toward non-modern and non-Western Buddhists as essentially lacking agency.

Rather than viewing “tradition” as a monolith—the “Theravāda tradition,” for example—I 
suggest viewing it as a bundling of multiple confluences at a particular time by a particular group 
of people, not unlike the term “lineage.” This allows for a more dynamic view of tradition 
that is not at odds with something called “modernity.” Not only is any tradition plural in the 
sense that it is constantly recreated by different actors (Abeysekara 2002), it is also plural in the 
sense of issuing forth from many different traditions with their own histories. For example, we 
might note that an American member of Thich Nhat Hanh’s Order of Interbeing draws on a 
multiplicity of sources, each with its own history. This genealogy includes scientific rationalism, 
Chinese-derived modes of monasticism, German Romanticism, twentieth-century Vietnam-
ese reform Buddhism, French existentialism, the Thiền uyển tâ.p anh, and so on. Each of these 
currents (to draw on Tweed’s 2006 terminology) issues forth from its own sources, and each 
of those in turn relies on previous sources, each reaching further and further back in history. 
The Plum Village lineage is dynamic and creative but also has historic continuity, despite being 
described as “modernist.” In this way, all Buddhist lineages and communities are traditions, 
including so-called N.R.M.s. Even “invented traditions” (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983) such 
as the Vietnamese Trúc Lâm lineage (Soucy 2007) have historical continuity; it’s just that the 
particular histories presented by adherents are a past-as-wished-for, even if other aspects of their 
tradition have verifiable histories. Having a genealogy that includes “Western” sources does not 
indicate rupture nor nullify a group’s continuity with other aspects of its Buddhist heritage.

Buddhist Modernism and Stock Narratives

Buddhist modernism is, like “modernity,” a paradigm that helps us sort and classify informa-
tion into meaningful categories. It affects the types of information we seek, what we notice 
and what we ignore, the way we process our data, and the sorts of questions we ask. It is also 
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value-laden: it tells us what is important and what is trivial, what is good and what is bad, what 
is worth investigating and what is not. Paradigms are not merely descriptive; they are evaluative 
and prescriptive.4 The paradigm of modernity in the social sciences has, in this way, “functioned 
as a master paradigm, or episteme” (  Josephson Storm 2017: 62).

Further, the paradigm of modernity, and by extension the paradigm of Buddhist modern-
ism, takes as one of its narrative prototypes the biblical morality tale of the Fall of Man, a story 
that is part of the shared cultural fabric of Europe and its settler colonies. This story, which 
undergirds many historical accounts of the emergence of the Enlightenment in Europe, colors 
how scholars approach and perceive our objects of study (Bennet 2008; Quli 2009: 23; Taussig 
1993: 142). In the story of modernity, social changes resulting from the ascension of science 
and instrumental rationality mirror expulsion from the Garden of Eden. Bennet (2008: 212) 
describes how this biblical motif becomes woven into the tale of modernity:

Once upon a time there was a (medieval Christian) world where nature was purposive, 
God was active in the details of human affairs, all things had a place in the order of 
things, social life was characterized by face-to-face relations, and political order took 
the form of an organic community experienced as the “prose of the world” (Foucault 
1970). But this premodern cosmos gave way to forces of scientific and instrumental 
rationality, secularism, individualism, and the bureaucratic nation state. .  .  . Some 
tellers of the tale celebrate secularization as the demise of superstition; others lament 
it as the loss of a meaningful moral universe. When placed against the backdrop of 
a dark and confused premodernity, modernity appears as a place of reason, freedom, 
and control; when it is compared to a premodern age of community and cosmological 
coherence, modernity becomes a place of dearth and alienation.

The biblical Fall provides evaluative functions under the guise of an objective “modernity” 
paradigm, telling through parallel narratives a story of rupture, loss of meaning, and alienation.5

A second prototypical narrative for modernity—which is particularly clear in the notion of 
“disenchantment” in Weberian models—is the “the departure of the fairies,” a common motif 
catalogued in European folklore studies (motif F388) (  Josephson Storm 2017: 137ff  ). This 
motif—that there used to be fairies and magic, but they have since disappeared—is widespread 
in European literature. It occurs as early as 1380 in Chaucer’s tales. Another version of the story 
describes the fairy folk being driven out by Protestants (  Josephson Storm 2017: 137–139). We 
can see this motif underlying the “death of God(s)” story found in, for example, nineteenth-
century German writing. The tale of modernity contains this same theme of the loss of magic 
in what Josephson Storm (2017) calls the “myth of the end of myth.”

What the works of Bennet, Josephson Storm, and others suggest is that our reliance on a myth 
of disenchantment predetermines what we will see in the data, to the point of seeing things that 
aren’t there. For example, while recent literature notes a “reemergence” of magical and non-
scientific beliefs, the data suggest that disenchantment never really occurred in the widespread 
manner predicted.6 When we employ the paradigm of modernity, we are calling in all its various 
sub-narratives (rupture, loss of meaning, etc.), many of which may not be explicitly identified in 
our work even as they shape both what we will see and how we will interpret it.

But Buddhism Really Has Changed! Bundling and Labeling

It’s not that the paradigm of Buddhist modernism is wrong. I am not suggesting that some Bud-
dhist groups have not used the rhetoric of science for legitimacy or adapted to secularity. I do 
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not deny that there has been laicization in some Buddhist lineages, or that particular Western 
cultural flows, such as Western feminism, individualism, Romanticism, and Protestantism, have 
flowed into Asian cultural contexts. My concern here is not with the veracity of these facts but 
with the paradigm that seeks to organize them. This paradigm is built on various stock narra-
tives that lead us to look for certain things or to evaluate the data in certain ways that both rely 
on and promote stories of rupture and decline, progress, or restoration of an “original” Bud-
dhism, and in the process reduce complex individuals into one-dimensional characters.7

The Buddhist modernism paradigm bundles a particular set of cultural flows together because 
they are “modern,” which is to say, Western. While one can imagine Buddhist modernities in 
which non-science-based cosmologies continue to dominate, or that do not favor meditation, 
such groups can still qualify as “modernist” if some other trait or traits identified in Figure 29.1 
exist in their tradition. These traits are bundled together under one heading (“modernism”), 
but each of these flows could be understood on its own, separate from the rest of the traits said 
to show how Buddhism is undergoing a radical disruptive process called “modernization.” Why 
bundle Romanticism, rationalism, feminism, or anticlerical sentiment in this manner? What 
purpose does this bundling serve if only a haphazard number of its features occur in any given 
group? For what reason do we need to continuously emphasize Buddhist groups’ Western 
genealogies?

Take laicization as an example. We might look at, for example, Sri Lankan American Bud-
dhist organizations and see a high degree of lay authority, concluding that laicization is the 
result of Westernization and Buddhist modernism. But tracing back to these groups’ roots in 
Sri Lanka, laicization occurred in the development of new monastic nikāyas in the nineteenth 
century. This was the result not only of the British disestablishment of Buddhism but also of 
Sri Lankan cultural traditions with histories of their own. The result of shrinking Kandyan influ-
ence allowed coastal Buddhists, whose caste had been used to exclude them from participation 
in monastic structures, to import through lay organizing and funding new Thai and Burmese 
monastic lineages. The results were monastic fraternities that relied more on the patronage of 
local laity than kings. This is not an example in which increasing lay power can be understood 
as simply the result of “modernization” (Quli 2010).

Anagarika Dharmapala, often recognized as the quintessential modernist, provides another 
instructive case. Seeing Dharmapala’s valorization of lay authority as simply Buddhist modern-
ism neglects to address the Sri Lankan genealogy of lay authority—lay and monastic definitions 
and roles have been porous, undergoing shifts due to influences lying resolutely outside of West-
ern influence, from the ganninanse period to the development of the more lay-centric Rāmañña 
and Amarapura nikāyas. If Dharmapala was a model modernist, why did he argue with Olcott 
over the supernatural qualities of the Tooth Relic when his perspective should have been demy-
thologized? Why did he join the monastic order later in life when as a modernist we’re told he 
was embracing lay authority? In short, what if we didn’t bundle all these traits together under 
one heading and simply looked at them separately? Would we draw different conclusions? 
Would Dharmapala begin to look more human and complex, drawing on diverse cultural forms 
and traditions with their own histories, rather than as a one-dimensional modernist? The way 
the Buddhist modernism paradigm frames Dharmapala invites closure on meaning, overempha-
sizing areas of innovation and rupture at the expense of historical continuity. It focuses on his 
alignment with Western-derived cultural traditions and discards, minimizes, or ignores qualities 
that complicate or challenge our understanding of him as “modernist.”

Focusing on continuous cultural flows acknowledges changes without attributing them to a 
single cause, ossifying large periods of time using the periodization of “traditional,” or reducing 
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people to flat characters in a familiar story. When we start to frame changes not as part of the 
same story (“modernity”) but as different stories reflecting specific circumstances in particular 
contexts with their own histories, we not only rehumanize our subjects, but they also regain 
their agency. The story of the ascent of something called “modernity” becomes superfluous 
when we recognize that Buddhisms have always flowed across time and space, across traditions 
and cultures. That Western cultural patterns have entered these streams is not indicative of rup-
ture. Buddhist traditions have always drawn from diverse sources.

Covert Theology

The paradigm of Buddhist modernism is a particular way that we tell Buddhist history. It 
narrates Asian “tradition” encountering Western “modernity” and evaluates the changes that 
resulted. The paradigm interprets these changes through tropes of pollution and decline on the 
one hand, and on the other, through metaphors of progress and freedom. The way that we tell 
Buddhist history determines its meaning; the Buddhist modernism narrative tells us what to 
value and how to see historical events by framing them in a certain way.

As Wedemeyer, drawing on Hayden White, argues in his work on interpretations of tantra 
in India, certain “stock narratives” are drawn upon when we tell history. Such narratives are 
“fictive, contingent, and inescapably ideological products of the intellectual practice of modern 
scholarship that appeal to commonly available models from the European literary imagination 
to offer an interpretative context” (Wedemeyer 2013: 11).8 In the case of Buddhist modern-
ism, these stock narratives are drawn from popular motifs such as the decline of the fairies, the 
death of God(s), and the Fall of Man, each of which emphasizes discontinuity via the loss of 
magic, the loss of meaning, or the loss of religious monopoly. How we tell the story of Bud-
dhism—which stock narratives we choose—authorizes certain modes of Buddhist praxis and 
delegitimizes others. These claims are buried in seemingly neutral tales even as they invoke 
notions such as the triumph of reason or the loss of meaning.

The problem here is not that our stories of Buddhist modernity are theological or religious 
in nature per se. The problem is that, unlike formal scholarship in theology that values transpar-
ency and rigor, the religious claims made using the Buddhist modernism framework can be hid-
den under a cloak of neutrality. Because agendas are rarely explicitly identified, the supporting 
evidence for authenticity is never presented for consideration or subject to careful critique. This 
method of evaluation frequently relies on the pretext of presenting historical or social “facts,” 
yet “the narrative form is nowhere found in the data itself ” (Wedemeyer 2013: 40). Without 
transparency that we are employing a theological perspective, the telling of history becomes a 
way to covertly discount or delegitimize groups deemed inferior or less palatable. We need look 
no further than Orientalist Buddhist studies to find examples of such evaluative work under 
the guise of impartiality, and much has been written on, for example, the imperialist underpin-
nings of Orientalist scholarship (e.g., Lopez 1995). By framing Asian Buddhism as in decline 
and therefore lacking authenticity, Orientalists could claim authority over Buddhism, much like 
colonial administrators could justify seizing control over declined civilizations.

The Buddhist modernism paradigm is ripe for performing theological work under the guise 
of impartiality because it allows the narratives of rupture and Western pollution to stand in for 
more explicit arguments regarding authenticity. Authenticity and orthodoxy (particularly in 
Western religious traditions) are often tied to ideas regarding historical continuity and trace-
ability to an original (Hallisey 1995); the word “modern,” a term that by its very definition 
emphasizes rupture and change, is inescapably haunted by the ghost of authenticity. It is this 
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quality of the term “modern” that Asad (1993: 265) addresses when, commenting on sug-
gestions that Muslim immigrants in Britain lost any possibility for maintaining a continuous 
tradition due to the “drastic” change from Muslim (traditional) to secular British (modern) 
contexts, he writes, “It is merely an Enlightenment prejudice that counterposes ‘tradition’ to 
‘change’ and ‘reason.’ ”

Two orientations are at play in covert theological narratives of modernity, both of which rely 
on discontinuity: (1) the idea that Buddhist modernism represents a progressive force, and (2) 
that Buddhist modernism represents Western pollution. While both positions take as natural the 
idea that the West ushered in radical changes with its introduction of modernity to Asian Bud-
dhist traditions, the latter orientation, which elsewhere (2009) I describe as imperialist nostalgia, 
foregrounds disruption and contamination.

The progressive orientation is exemplified by sociologist Daniel Coleman (2001), whose 
work in this regard has been detailed elsewhere,9 as well as by practitioners in meditation-cen-
tric convert10 lineages who seek to legitimize their innovations. Among meditation-centric 
converts, these innovations are framed in a typical Orientalist manner as saving the tradi-
tion from superstition or making it more culturally palatable to certain Western popula-
tions—populations that are equated in such rhetoric with being “modern” as opposed to, for 
example, Asian Buddhist “villagers,” who remain “traditional” (Quli 2019). Such proponents 
seek to emphasize that modern (and especially Western) Buddhists can adapt Buddhism in 
ways that maintain—or even increase—authenticity. Yarnall (2000: 77) notes the Orientalist 
moves made by Western meditation-centric converts and scholars of Engaged Buddhism in 
claiming to speak for authentic Buddhism, which entails a process of recognizing, distancing, 
and appropriating; he suggests that “ ‘to stress the discontinuity’ (to recognize, then distance) 
is often to appropriate its authority.” In other words, it is through their distance from Asian 
“tradition” that the objective convert or scholar is able to more fully apprehend authentic 
Buddhist teachings. After evaluating the work of academics advocating Engaged Buddhism—
a field that makes extensive use of the Buddhist modernism paradigm—Temprano (2013: 
268) observes both “an underlying anxiety concerning the legitimacy of engaged Buddhism” 
and a concern with

defining what true Buddhism really should be. The resulting denunciation, judgment, 
and exclusion of threatening Buddhisms expresses the deep sense of authority that 
academics can feel in regard to their ability to concretely define who is and who is not 
a Buddhist.

This authority is less overt in the second orientation toward authenticity embedded in the 
Buddhist modernism paradigm, which asserts discontinuity alongside narratives indicating pol-
lution, counterfeiting, or ignorance. An example of this is Southwold’s lamentation that Eng-
lish-speaking, middle-class, urban Sinhalese practice is best described as a “distortion” and that 
“village Buddhism [is] truer than Buddhist Modernism” (1983: 59, 79). Sharf similarly seeks 
to correct the ignorance of “apologists” who believe that meditation is central to Buddhism 
or who fail to recognize that vipassanā, a favorite among American converts, originates in a 
nineteenth-century Burmese religious movement modeled on post-Enlightenment Christianity 
(1995: 252). Buddhist modernists, he argues, fail to recognize that the rhetoric of experience 
that underlies their preference for meditation is based in Western sources rather than Buddhist 
ones. The unspoken claim is that their beliefs are not really Buddhist. Thus, Sharf uses both 
discontinuity and Western pollution in his arguments: (1) Burmese vipassanā is new (modern) 
rather than old (traditional), and (2) it is Western rather than Asian.
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Conclusions
[T]here is no way to study “medieval” people for their own sake on their own terms. 
To use the adjective as a heuristic category, when it is really an analytical or evalua-
tive one, is to predetermine the ways in which something can be known.

(Symes 2011: 716)

Buddhist modernism, like the “medieval,” is not a neutral category. It is a particular way of nar-
rating Buddhist histories that focuses on the dynamic West rupturing a fixed, “traditional” Asian 
Buddhism. The preoccupation with disjuncture ensures that issues of authenticity are repeat-
edly drawn to the fore. It also leads us to draw faulty conclusions and paints one-dimensional 
pictures of our subjects by predetermining what we find or ignore in our data. The meaning 
of “Buddhist modernism” is too expansive, and its application is too subjective: functioning 
as “an ‘empty set’ category,” or “a site of continuous hegemonic power plays and thus shifting 
meanings” (Rofel 1992: 107), modernity becomes an opportunity to insert covert theology into 
social scientific and historical studies.

The bundling of particular traits together to constitute “modernism” follows not the data 
themselves but a particular stock narrative on rupture that identifies Western genealogies as a 
source of pollution or of liberation. Further, the problematic slippage between “traditional” and 
“modern” in synchronic (ethos) and diachronic (periodization) usages results in flattening Bud-
dhists, their histories, and their communities and removes their agency.

Arguments over how “modern” or “traditional” a teaching, practice, or lineage is can be 
found throughout American convert Buddhist discourse. That Buddhists themselves are using 
these terms internally in this manner should be our clue that the modernity narrative functions 
as a religious discourse on change and authenticity (McLaughlin 2020). As descriptive terms, “tra-
ditional” and “modernist” are decidedly not neutral. It is exactly because the terms “modern” 
and “traditional” are so entangled in religious power issues and legitimation strategies that we 
should question their utility as analytic categories.

Notes
 1 Here and elsewhere, I follow Wedemeyer (2013) in his adoption of Hayden White’s work.
 2 See also McLaughlin (2020). I offer thanks to my colleague Nalika Gajaweera for bringing this point 

to my attention in a personal communication in 2020.
 3 See, for example, Baumann (2001), Bechert (1973), Collins (2013), and Gleig (2019).
 4 See Ranganathan (2018). I disagree with Ranganathan when he argues that proponents of a social 

scientific viewpoint do not seek to evaluate or prescribe. Descriptions or representations are never free 
of ethical-theological pursuits inasmuch as the scholar’s mode of representation is always entangled 
with his or her own values and subjectivity; scholars are necessarily engaged in ethics, either covertly 
or explicitly. Rather than seek an impossible neutrality, I suggest that those who focus on description 
and understanding over theology should practice reflexivity toward our narrative choices in the process 
of representing our subjects. Here and elsewhere, my intention is to highlight how the various forms 
of praxis and philosophy that Buddhist communities and individuals draw upon are cultural flows with 
historical continuity. Focusing on genealogical continuity rather than rupture helps decenter both “the 
West” and whiteness. My undertaking is explicitly, rather than implicitly, deconstructive and ethical in 
orientation.

 5 The influence of the biblical story of the Fall in anthropological discourse has been described by Rosaldo 
(1989) in terms of what he calls imperialist nostalgia, which draws on the idea of an Eden-like, pre-
Western existence that is destroyed by imperialism; Taussig (1993) notes that the same story animates 
evaluations of “good” and “bad” savages, with the former representing the “unsullied Origin” of Eden, 
and the bad savage corresponding to betrayal of origins. See also Bennet (2008) and Quli (2009).
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 6 See Stark and Bainbridge (1980: Table 3) as well as the analysis of a variety of datasets by Gallup, Pew 
Research, and others in Josephson Storm (2017: 23–30), which together suggest that beliefs in ghosts, 
supernatural beings, and other paranormal phenomena largely persist in the United States, flourish-
ing not only among the religious and less educated but also among atheists and the highly educated. 
Likewise, Coleman’s (2001) survey of convert Buddhists in the United States—paradigmatic “Buddhist 
modernists” (Ng 2012)—found that 66% of respondents believed in the efficacy of praying to Buddhas 
and bodhisattvas, while Wilson (2008) found evidence of extensive deity practice among U.S. converts 
(see discussion in McLaughlin 2020: 15n12).

 7 I am here in agreement with McLaughlin (2020: 15) that this aspect of the paradigm affects Asian 
American Buddhists in particular, who have been treated in much of the Buddhist modernism litera-
ture as lacking agency. See also Quli (2009).

 8 I’m not unaware of the irony of Wedemeyer’s use of “modern” in the context of my arguments here. 
I am also not unaware that I, too, rely on narratives drawn from my own cultural repertoire. The point 
I wish to make here is not so much that we need to break free of all narratives (as if we could), but 
rather that because we are inescapably entangled in them, we need to start paying closer attention to 
the meanings we are conveying, to practice transparency regarding which values we are centering, and 
to recognize our responsibility for the consequences of our narrative choices on living Buddhists. We 
are not neutral.

 9 On how Coleman uses “modern” and “new” in direct juxtaposition to supposed Asian and Asian Ameri-
can Buddhist decline, stagnation, or backwardness, see Quli (2009); see also McLaughlin (2020: 10).

 10 I here adopt the terminology of Gleig (2019).
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How many bodies did the Buddha have? For centuries, this seemingly esoteric question exer-
cised the minds of countless thinkers and scholars of Tibetan Buddhism, with all sorts of philo-
sophical but also cultural and even political implications. Different approaches to the question 
of the Buddha’s embodied manifestations informed distinct understandings of the nature and 
purpose of practice but also reflected specific readings of the experience of awakening and its 
anthropological and cosmological dimensions. In an analogous way, in the first centuries of 
the Christian church, one can trace distinctive construals of the spiritual trajectory of the indi-
vidual: some perspectives ultimately erase the boundary between the creature and the divine, 
while others affirm the subject’s fundamental uniqueness and envisage one’s encounter with the 
divine as transformative and inescapably relational. The purpose of this chapter is to bring into 
conversation these different traditions, underscoring often overlooked, yet intriguing echoes 
and points of contact between these debates, while also evidencing the presence of irreducible 
differences about the nature of subjectivity and ultimate reality.

Our Christian starting point is the spiritual theology of Gregory of Nyssa (335–95), one of 
the three Cappadocian Fathers whose contribution played an extraordinary role in shaping the 
church’s speculative and mystical tradition (Pelikan 1993: 8–12). Gregory’s spiritual theology 
reflected a theological vision that draws from the sophisticated speculative reflection on the 
Trinitarian mystery of the Godhead characterizing the latter part of the fourth century, but also 
the wisdom of early spiritual writers such as the Desert Fathers and authors such as Evagrios 
Pontikos (345–99). Gregory’s understanding of the spiritual trajectory of the individual develops 
in continuity with the already established tradition of monastic spiritual theology, but his con-
tribution also marks a significant development in the speculative conceptualization of the indi-
vidual’s relationship with the divine mystery. Earlier in the third century, Origen of Alexandria, 
inspired by the ordered juxtaposition in Scripture of the books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the 
Song of Songs, distinguished between an initial period of purgation and radical ascetic practice, 
an intermediate stage where one’s resulting inner equilibrium enables a poised and detached 
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contemplation of the natural order, and a final moment culminating in a contemplation of the 
divine—an experience where the boundary between the individual subject and the Godhead 
was effectively erased, plunging the individual into the all-encompassing embrace of an undif-
ferentiated, divine nous (Daniélou 2016: 251–262). These three stages, which in the Latin West 
would come to be known as via purgativa, via illuminativa, and via unitiva, are understood by 
Evagrios as ever intensifying modes of cognitive and emotional transformation. As described in 
the Praktikos, the practitioner sets out initially to let go of one’s attachments and one’s passion-
ate involvement in the things of this world, thereby making sure that our intellect (nous) is no 
longer controlled by our passions (pathē) but is actually able to redirect them toward their proper 
goal (Sinkewicz 2003: 91–114). Having achieved inner tranquility or dispassion (apatheia), the 
individual can then behold the created order in all its plurality and complexity, actually discern-
ing the imprints or “seeds of the Word” (logoi spermatikoi) left by the eternal Word throughout 
creation (Konstantinovsky 2008: 109–122). In the final stage, the individual can turn away from 
contemplation of creation and behold the incommensurable depths of the Godhead that is 
beyond all complexity and diversity. The Origenist and Evagrian system associate plurality and 
movement with the fallenness of the material world, and as such the intellect that plunges into 
the mystery of the divine must leave behind all the entanglements of creation (Daniélou 2016: 
209–220). The culmination of this tripartite process is the ultimate erasure of subjectivity, as the 
nous returns to the fold of an all-encompassing intellectual ground—or henad—from which it 
had turned away at the beginning of time. In the Kephalaia Gnostika, Evagrios suggests quite 
openly that all noes are part and parcel of the divine and may even “create their own worlds,” 
opening up an image of endless universes spinning out of the eternal, unchanging Godhead 
(Ramelli 2015: lxiv–ix).

An exitus-reditus narrative of this kind—clearly reflecting gnostic and Neoplatonic preoc-
cupations more than the letter of the Scriptural narrative—views Christ as a pointer toward the 
undifferentiated unity of the divine rather than as the lynchpin of an ontological transformation. 
This soteriological perspective is also accompanied by a cyclical understanding of cosmology 
that foresees repeated cycles of fragmentation and redemption, as the noes reunited with God 
come to experience satiety (koros) with the divine vision, and once more plunge into the abyss 
of difference (Daniélou 2016: 276–290). This vision—and the accompanying intimation of a 
plurality of “earthly descents” of the eternal Logos—would effectively relativize the Biblical pic-
ture of creation, fall, and redemption, turning it into just one example out of an infinite variety 
of soteriological trajectories. In the sixth century, both the synod of Jerusalem held in 543 and 
the Second Council of Constantinople that met ten years later would condemn these cyclical 
cosmologies as ultimately incompatible with the Christian faith, albeit without formally con-
demning Origen or any of his followers by name—their conceptualization of the inner trajec-
tory of the individual having become a foundational block of the broader tradition of Christian 
spirituality (Meyendorff 1975: 47–58).

In the late fourth century, the Cappadocian Father Gregory of Nyssa also set out to reflect 
extensively on the nature and purpose of the spiritual life. Unlike Evagrios, but very much in 
line with Athanasios and other Nicene thinkers, Gregory affirmed that body and soul were cre-
ated ex nihilo by God in a sovereign act of freedom and drew a fundamental distinction between 
the created realm of nature and the uncreated realm of the divine. If the Evagrian nous had an 
ability to know the Godhead that was inscribed in its very ontological structure, for Gregory 
the soul can know God only to the extent that God makes himself knowable to it (Meredith 
1999: 20–27). As such, Gregory envisages the mystery of God’s self-disclosure in salvation his-
tory—and of course, in the incarnation of Christ—as the inescapable condition for the myste-
rious experience of intimacy binding our soul and God together in mystical experience. This 
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is an intellectual experience that is colored by agapē: as the soul responds to God’s invitation, 
it acquires a familiarity with Him that transcends mere intellectual knowledge. For Gregory, 
the ultimate goal of the spiritual life is not pure contemplation or theōria, as it will also involve 
a relational, agapic dimension: indeed, the ontological difference between humanity and the 
Godhead ratifies the uniqueness of the subject who comes into communion with God (Mal-
herbe and Ferguson 1978: 9–14).

Gregory’s great treatises on spiritual theology are the Life of Moses and the Homilies on the 
Song of Songs—works that ostensibly deal with narratives and text of the old dispensation, but 
are the expression of a profoundly Christian sensitivity that in the pages of the Old Testament 
views the prefiguration of Christ’s salvific mission—a mission that begins with the incarnation 
at a particular moment in history, but then unfolds in the soul of every individual who is open 
to the grace of God (Malherbe and Ferguson 1978: 15). For Gregory, Moses’s spiritual trajec-
tory on Sinai is actually paradigmatic of what happens to every individual soul; in fact, refer-
ences to Moses’s mystical experience punctuate even his writings on the Song of Songs, where 
Gregory talks of the soul’s successive moves through light (phōs), the cloud (nephelē), and dark-
ness (gnophos) (Louth 1981: 83).1 Early in his life, God addressed Moses in the epiphany of the 
burning bush; this symbolizes how the soul, when first bathed in the light of divine revelation, 
gradually moves from ignorance and attachment to an acknowledgment of God’s sovereignty 
and presence in the world. At a later stage, however, God spoke to Moses in the cloud; for 
Gregory, this indicates that the soul must eventually recognize the transitory character of all cre-
ated things and gradually leaves behind all sensory perceptions. Eventually, as Moses ascended 
higher and higher on Sinai, he entered into a realm of darkness. In Gregory’s own words:

as [the soul] leaves below all that human nature can attain, she enters within the secret 
chamber of the divine knowledge, and here she is cut off on all sides by the divine 
darkness. Now she leaves behind all that can be grasped by sense or reason, and the 
only thing left for her contemplation is the invisible and the incomprehensible. And 
here God is, as the Scriptures tell us in connection with Moses: “But Moses went to 
the dark cloud wherein God was” (Exodus 20, 21).

(In Cant. XI, 1000–1001)

Instead of accessing the luminosity of the undifferentiated henad, the soul seems to just 
grope in the darkness of the divine mystery; instead of a constant progress into the embrace of 
an all-encompassing insight, it seems that all knowledge is at some point erased, transcended by 
an intuition that is higher than anything the intellect may grasp (Louth 1981: 84). In the Life of 
Moses, Gregory offers an even more daring conjecture:

it seems to me, then, that the great Moses learnt in [the] theophany to know that 
nothing of what the senses perceive or reason contemplates truly exists, but only the 
superessential being and source of the universe on which all depend.

(De Vita Moysis II, 24)

While in the Evagrian approach, the practice of the virtues is ultimately propaedeutic to the 
achievement of inner tranquility (apatheia) but eventually fades away in the highest reaches of 
theōria, in Gregory’s vision, each moment of the individual’s trajectory is grounded in contem-
plation but is also invested with a dynamic mode of endless movement (Torrance 2020: 42–44).2 
The created order in all its difference and variety lures us into the mystery of the divine, and our 
eagerness to come to know the Godhead is colored by an ardent love; even as all sensible and 



Thomas Cattoi

370

intelligible supports are stripped away from the nous and we are plunged into the divine dark-
ness, our desire for God compels us to go deeper into the realm where God alone exists (Von 
Balthasar 1995: 22–36). As Andrew Louth reminds us in his classic monograph on the origins of 
Christian mysticism, this mingling of the intellectual and the affective ensures that in Gregory, 
the boundary between the three moments of the spiritual path is constantly blurred, so that the 
soul never comes to rest at any given moment of her ascent toward the divine but ceaselessly 
moves forward toward the object of its desire (Louth 1981: 80–87).

the passionate lover of beauty, constantly receiving an image, as it were, of what he 
longs for, wants to be filled with the very impressions of the archetype. The soul’s 
brave demands, climbing the hills of desire, is moving towards an immediate enjoy-
ment of beauty, and not merely through mirrors or reflections.

(De Vita Moysis II, 233)

In the Kephalaia Gnostika, the nous ultimately merged with the archetype (Ramelli 2015: 
xlviii–lviii). For Gregory, the soul never grasps the divine object of its longing, in a ceaseless 
striving—epektasis—toward it. This notion echoes the words of the Apostle Paul in the Letter 
to the Philippians:

Behold, I do not consider that I have made it my own: but this thing I do: forgetting 
what lies behind, and straining forward (epekteinomenos) to what lies ahead, I press on 
towards the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.

(Phil 3, 13–14)

This ensures that for Gregory, one can never claim to have achieved the goal of the Christian life, 
as even after the eschaton, one will continue to move deeper and deeper into the divine mystery:

For this is truly perfection (teleiotēs): never to stop growing towards what is better and 
never placing any limit on perfection.

(On Perfection, II, 122)3

This understanding of the spiritual path, where one forever seeks the illumination of divine 
knowledge while being immersed in the darkness of the divine mystery, does not merely entail 
that Gregory’s notion of transcendence, or his overall anthropology, differs from Origen’s and 
Evagrios’s. Rather, this perspective reflects a radically distinct cosmology and soteriology, where 
epektasis offers an antidote to the Origenist danger of koros. As we mentioned earlier, if the noes 
that reach perfection grow weary of full communion with the divine, they may precipitate into 
a cycle of endless fragmentation and recomposition. If, however, perfection can never be truly 
grasped, souls never experience this kind of noetic satiety, and while remaining distinct from 
God, He continues to lure them for all eternity toward His embrace.4

Almost a millennium after Gregory penned the Life of Moses, a namesake of his—Gregory 
Palamas—would reflect extensively about the divine dialectic of knowability and unknowabil-
ity, famously drawing a distinction between a divine essence that is forever inaccessible to the 
human mind, and a panoply of divine energies that permeate the universe and are instead the 
primary locus of our encounter with the divine (Meyendorff 1974: 102–113). While it may be 
tempting to read the soul’s epektatic trajectory in these Palamite terms—and fourth-century 
authors were certainly familiar with the conceptual distinction between ousia and energeiai—it 
does not appear that Gregory of Nyssa wishes to drive an epistemic wedge between a lower and 
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a higher aspect of the divine mystery. His goal, rather, is to establish a theological ground for 
Christian spiritual practice that secures the infinity of the divine mystery and the uniqueness of 
salvation history, in a trajectory suffused by an almost erotic longing for the divine (Louth 1981: 
96–97). Finally, one should not forget that for Gregory, the ultimate guarantee that the soul will 
not lose its bearings in the darkness of the divine mystery is that, in this darkness, the soul will 
be guided by the presence of Christ, who is the incarnate Word of God. This is prefigured by 
the fact that, after he entered into the darkness, Moses actually came to see “the tabernacle not 
made by human hands” (De Vita Moysis, II, 169). In the Old Testament narrative, this would 
become the model for the tabernacle in the tent of the encounter and finally in the temple of 
Jerusalem, but Gregory reads this vision as a prefiguration of the Word’s descent into the flesh:

by this symbol Moses was instructed in anticipation of that Tabernacle which embraces 
the universe: and this is Christ, the Power and the Wisdom of God, Who being in his 
own nature not made by human hand, received a created existence when He was to 
build his Tabernacle among us. Thus the same tabernacle is, in a certain sense, both 
created and uncreated: uncreated in His pre-existence, He receives a created existence 
precisely in his material tabernacle.

(De Vita Moysis, II, 175–6)

A few pages later, Gregory tells us of Moses who from his hiding “in the clefts of the rock,” 
was only able to see “the back parts” (ta opisthia) of God. In the new dispensation, Gregory 
argues, this rock is the incarnate Christ; if we are firmly planted on this rock, we are paradoxically 
able to move all the more quickly toward the mystery of God, as Christ himself shows us the way.

If anyone . . . sets his feet firmly on this rock, that is on Christ, who is perfect virtue, he 
will be firm and immovable in virtue. . . . He can then use his stability as a sort of wing, 
and make his way upward, his heart winged as it were by his firmness in the good.

(De Vita Moysis, II, 224)5

This understanding of spiritual progress maps the inner life of the individual on to a linear 
timeline that begins with the reconfiguration of one’s inner life and proceeds to the contempla-
tion of the natural order, but then proceeds to a dynamic apprehension of the divine that always 
stops short of a full grasp of the mystery. Apart from securing the ontological boundary between 
the individual and the divine, this approach implicitly affirms the conventional Scriptural nar-
rative starting with creation and the fall, moving on to Christ’s redemptive incarnation, and 
culminating in the eschaton—and in fact, the soul’s epektatic movement into the divine con-
tinues for all eternity even as creation comes to an end. While Gregory’s Platonizing language 
occasionally intimates that the divine reality alone is truly invested with existence, he does not 
view the created order as a delusion, but rather as a gift that lures us into the divine embrace.6 
This agapic tension blossoming into a spiritualized erōs colors the spiritual life from beginning 
to end, and while its Christological dimension is less pronounced than in the writings of later, 
post-Chalcedonian authors, Gregory’s vision is already paving the way for later full-fledged 
theologies of theōsis.

Once we move to consider the nature of the nirvanic experience in the context of Bud-
dhism, we will find a number of speculative shifts within the tradition that shaped the way in 
which actual practice was understood and unfolded. The earliest tradition strongly emphasized 
the ontological difference between the samsaric experience of suffering caused by a beginning-
less chain of causes and conditions, and the liberative reality of nirvān․a, whereby practitioners 
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escaped the cycle of reincarnations. Gradually, this binary reading was superseded by an under-
standing of sam․ sāra and nirvān․a as the same reality experienced from two distinct perspectives—
the first, an epistemic stance of ignorance and attachment, the second, an awakened insight free 
of all cognitive and emotional defilements. In this perspective, all sentient beings are already in 
a nirvanic state, but ignorance prevents from realizing the truth of their condition (Makransky 
1997: 85–86, 90–96). The move of the Mahāyāna tradition toward an ever-higher Buddhology 
would ensure that the very being of the Buddha—the tathāgatagarbha—is identical with nirvān․a 
and encompasses the totality of the universe. In this perspective, achieving awakening means the 
realization of one’s identity with the Buddha—an insight that does not comport an actual onto-
logical transformation but is the culmination of a process of epistemic purification (Williams 
2009: 103–109). In a strict sense, the fact that Buddhism is a not a theistic tradition—indeed, 
the notion of a creator God is explicitly presumed by numerous Buddhist thinkers—ensures 
that one cannot use the term “deification” in a Buddhist context.7 At the same time, the confla-
tion between the enlightened experience of the Buddha and the ultimate dimension of reality 
implies that awakening uncovers the illusory character of all distinction between us and Buddha 
nature. The Buddha sought wisdom and practiced compassion while seeking liberation and 
continued to seek wisdom and practice compassion after he had attained it; in the same way, 
our pursuit of wisdom and compassion continues even after we have achieved awakening, as 
we come to participate in the Buddha’s “active nirvāna” on behalf of all sentient beings. Practi-
tioners may not be deified, but they will have uncovered their own Buddha nature (Makransky 
1997: 326–335).

In the Tibetan rendition of Mahāyāna, philosophical speculation about the relationship 
between the experience of awakening and the reality of the Buddha nature would reach unprec-
edented levels of complexity and sophistication. The philosophical bedrock of Tibetan Bud-
dhism—albeit certainly not the sole speculative current within the broader tradition—is the 
school of Prasan. gika Madhyamaka, which developed in ancient India starting with Nāgārjuna 
(c. 150–240) and Candrakīrti (600–650), and arguably reached its most comprehensive Tibetan 
expression in the great summas of the fifteenth-century master Tsong kha pa (1357–1419) 
(McClintock  & Dreyfus 2002). Madhyamaka affirms a distinction between the conventional 
reality subject to the laws of cause and effect where sentient beings are afflicted by sam․ sāra, and 
ultimate reality where such laws cease to apply and sentient beings experience nirvān․a. The 
relationship between the two should not be understood as a Platonic juxtaposition between a 
world of ideas and a world of shadows but rather as the mingling of two distinct perspectives: one 
steeped in the samsaric world of attachment, the other having transcended the plane of duality 
by way of an insight into śūnyatā. The development of Buddhological reflection in the Mahāyāna 
tradition, however, would ensure that reflection on these two levels of reality would gradually 
be conflated with reflection on the nature of the Buddha, which eventually came to be regarded 
as coextensive with the totality of the natural order (Williams 2009: 176–179). As mentioned 
earlier, the Buddha nature, or tathāgatagarbha, would be identical with the nirvanic character of 
reality; at the same time, such nirvanic character would be concealed by our attachments, and 
as a result, unenlightened sentient beings would be unable to perceive it (Xing 2005: 75–82).

The As.t.āsahasrikā Prajñāpāramitā (a text that can be dated to the first century ce, but may be 
older) introduces the term tathātā (suchness) to indicate the real nature of all things (dharmāh), 
both in this world (loka) and in the other (lokattara) (T8, 558b). This real nature is then said to 
be exemplified by the Buddha (Tathāgata), but in fact this nature is the same always and every-
where, and it encompasses all aspects of the natural order. Ultimately, the Tathāgata is identified 
with the nature of all things, since the tathātā of the dharmāh is the same as the tathātā of the 
Tathāgata.8 This eventually results in the development of the doctrine of the dharmakāya, the 
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body of dharma that pervades the whole universe in all directions, and where according to the 
Avatam. saka Sūtra, all delusions are eradicated “like lightning,” turning into a body that is “like a 
mirage,” or “like the sun” (Xing 2005: 94). The dharmakāya is thus an all-encompassing matrix 
that contains the dharmic seeds of all aspects of reality. From the dharmakāya, however, innu-
merable bodies of form (rūpakāyāh) radiate and are manifested in the ordinary worlds inhabited 
by sentient beings (Makransky 1997: 87–90). Using Madhyamaka categories, the dharmakāya 
can be regarded as coextensive with ultimate reality, whereas the rūpakāyāh are conventional 
manifestations whose goal is to lead sentient beings to awakening. In a further twist, Tibetan 
speculation on the Buddha bodies appropriates the Yogācāra distinction between different levels 
of conventional reality: on one hand, we have the ordinary reality where the greatest majority 
of sentient beings spend their lives mired in sam․ sāra, and on the other hand, we have count-
less “pure lands”—supernatural worlds of exceeding beauty created by bodhisattvas and other 
tantric deities where their devotees can be reborn if they accumulate enough merits, and where 
the practice of the dharma can be pursued with far greater ease than in the ordinary world (Wil-
liams 2009: 179–182). The first type of rūpakāya is known as nirmanakāya, and it encompasses 
the body of the historical Buddha, as well as all sorts of tangible vehicles of the dharma such 
as books and relics, whereas the second type is known as sam. bhogakāya (Makransky 1997: 104–
108). Iconographic portrayals of the sam. bhogakāya, with a tantric deity or bodhisattva flanked 
by two attendants and surrounded by a retinue of worshipful devotees, easily recall Orthodox 
icons of the transfiguration, with Moses and Elijah at Jesus’s sides and three apostles in various 
states of mystical distress.

This tripartite division of Buddhahood should not obfuscate the fact that according to 
Prasan. gika Madhyamaka, there is ultimately no differentiation or ontological divide between 
the emptiness of the dharmakāya, on one hand, and the corporeal manifestations of the rūpakāyas, 
on the other: both are part and parcel of the Buddhas’ insight into emptiness. According to the 
Avatam. saka sūtra, the dharmakāya is manifested in a plurality of rūpakāyas but also emanates 
“the light of great wisdom” that permeates the world. It can only be seen by sentient beings 
who have already achieved awakening—those who are still mired in sam․ sāra are unable to see 
this light, like the blind who are unable to see the sun (Cleary 1985: 257). The light of the 
dharmakāya is discussed in a plurality of sūtras, with a variety of ever more fanciful detail: the 
Daśabhūmika Sūtra, for instance, claims that the light of the Buddha’s white hair has eight kinds 
of karma and two kinds of body, blinding Māra and his retinue during the battle that preceded 
Śākyamuni’s awakening (Xing 2005: 149). Other commentators claim that the blinding light 
emanating from the Buddha awakens faith and reveals the extraordinary nature of the Tathāgata, 
so to inspire faith and devotion to him (Ibid: 151). At the same time, the ultimate quality of 
the dharmakāya is fundamentally impersonal; in other words, sentient beings do not enter into 
a “relationship” with the dharmakāya but merely open themselves up to be transformed by its 
enlightening quality. In addition, it is also quite clear that enlightened beings come to realize 
their fundamental identity with the dharmakāya; as the latter is coextensive with Buddhahood, 
anyone who experiences nirvān․a can reach the same level of awakening that was attained by the 
Buddha Śākyamuni.

In the early fifteenth century, Tsong kha pa (1357–1419) began a movement of monastic 
reform that eventually led to the establishment of the dGe lugs monastic order, which played 
an enormous role in the preservation and development of the Madhyamaka philosophical tradi-
tion in Tibet, and which would also come to dominate the country politically after the Fifth 
Dalai Lama became the country’s temporal ruler in 1642 (van Schaik 2011: 120–124). The 
dGe lugs tradition gradually developed an understanding of Buddhahood that underscored the 
uniqueness of the Buddha’s insight, while also emphasizing the way in which the latter is also 
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the ontological foundation of the whole of the natural order, which makes it possible to engage 
in compassionate activity on behalf of all sentient beings. This approach ends up distinguishing 
between a higher-level dharmakāya (or svābhāvikakāya), which the Buddha alone can access, and 
a lower-level dharmakāya (or jñāna-dharmakāya) which is the foundation of the cosmic order 
(Williams 2009: 182–185). This approach significantly transforms the traditional understanding 
of dharmakāya; where the three-body approach viewed the dharmakāya as identical with ultimate 
reality, and the rūpakāyāh as belonging to conventional reality, now the dharmakāya straddles the 
divide between the two, with its higher level alone resting in the undifferentiated insight of 
nirvān․a, whereas its lower manifestation—which alone can be perceived by sentient beings—
belongs to the realm of conventional reality.9 What we see in the dGe lugs pa tradition is the 
culmination of a long process of speculative amplification of the figure of the Buddha, where 
on one hand, it is theoretically the case that anyone can achieve Buddhahood, but on the other 
hand, the Buddha’s own achievement and insights are glorified to such an extent that the Bud-
dha acquires an ever more exalted, semi-divine status.10

This tendency to distance the ontological reality of Buddhahood from the achievement 
of ordinary practitioners is compounded by the dGe lugs’ distinction between two different 
aspects of dharmakāya, thereby effectively moving from a three-body to a four-body system. The 
svābhāvikakāya is construed as constitutive of the enlightened insight and therefore as exclusive 
to the Buddha; while theoretically all sentient beings are destined to achieve nirvān․a—and in 
fact they already carry the Buddha nature in themselves—as long as you are mired in ignorance 
and samsaric attachments, this aspect of awakening will remain epistemologically inaccessible. 
In this perspective, the jñāna-dharmakāya becomes the aspect of Buddhahood that grounds the 
natural world—an empty flux of phenomena, which in the minds of sentient beings follows 
the laws of cause and effect, thereby giving rise to the conventional reality (Makransky 1997: 
233–240). The gradual exploration of this jñāna-dharmakāya is what actually shapes the pursuit 
of awakening, whereby practitioners come to acquire the Buddha’s insight gradually, until they 
reach full enlightenment in the svābhāvikakāya.

The debate between immediate and gradual awakening, more commonly associated with 
different schools of Chan Buddhism, was also present in the Tibetan tradition, though conflict-
ing positions on this matter appeared to coexist more easily than in other Buddhist traditions 
(McRae 2004: 14, 66). On one hand, the dGe lugs pa’s assertion of a distinction between two 
different aspects of the dharmakāya dovetailed with a tendency to use the kāya theory as a cos-
mological hermeneutic; if the entire universe is the theater of the Buddha’s activity on behalf 
of beings mired in sam․ sāra, our pursuit of wisdom and compassion will gradually disclose more 
and more of the Buddha’s awakening, until—like the Buddha—we are able to encompass in 
our insight the whole of the natural world, while simultaneously transcending it. On the other 
hand, the Nyingma school that systematized the teachings of the Old Transmission while also 
incorporating elements from the pre-Buddhist Bon tradition of Tibet tended to affirm the 
immediacy of awakening, preferring to view the kāyāh as aspects of the Buddha’s nirvanic 
insight, and questioning the focus on exploring conventional cause-and-effect mechanisms that 
was typical of other schools (Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche 2003: 3–18; 237–46). In the wake of 
the Fifth Dalai Lama’s seizure of political power in 1642, the dGe lugs tradition would effec-
tively become the official philosophical teaching of the Tibetan “state,” and would continue to 
enjoy this status until the Chinese invasion of 1950 (van Schaik 2011: 114–145).11 The cultural 
and political influence enjoyed by the dGe lugs tradition for a period of three centuries ensured 
that its particular understanding of Madhyamaka and its teaching on the Buddha bodies would 
come to be viewed as virtually normative, while alternative positions enjoyed a measure of 
legitimacy as preparatory views or skillful means for less advanced practitioners.
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Much as the Filioque dispute that divided the Eastern and the Western churches became the 
subject of innumerable theological writings and treatises, in the Tibetan tradition, the dispute on 
the bodies of the Buddha was discussed in countless philosophical works, which explore at length 
the roots of either position in the works of classical Indian Buddhism, while also charting their 
implications for doctrinal reflection and spiritual practice. Traditional accounts of the first trans-
mission of the dharma to the Land of Snows suggest inner divisions between practitioners look-
ing at the Indian Buddhist tradition as normative, and others looking at its Chinese counterpart 
(van Schaik 2011: 37–40). While this approach is likely to project later sectarian categories on 
to an earlier period for apologetic purposes, the difference between these two approaches does 
reflect a very real tension between a more philosophically inclined articulation of the Buddhist 
vision, which includes a sophisticated reflection on the relationship between Buddhahood and 
the structure of the cosmos, and a rendition of the dharma that stresses the centrality of medita-
tion and individual liberation, while eschewing abstract conceptualization or at best relegating 
them to a propaedeutic, auxiliary position. While seeking to draw any firm distinction between 
a “philosophical” and a “mystical” tradition within Tibetan Buddhism would be misleading, it is 
nonetheless the case that from the fifteenth century onwards, the Gelug tradition would cultivate 
speculative reflection on the dharma and affirm its centrality in the intellectual formation of its 
members, while other schools would at least in principle choose to emphasize the primacy of 
meditative or ritual practice (Samuel 1993: 499–525). In this perspective, the four-body theory 
developed by Gelug authors served as a comprehensive description of the cosmos no less than as 
a chart for the spiritual trajectory of the individual, while in the Kagyud or the Nyingma tradi-
tions, the three-body articulation of the Buddha’s embodiment served as a prism to articulate the 
different inner states of the individual proceeding from samsaric attachment to nirvanic illumi-
nation—while at the same time accepting its function as a map of the universe transcending all 
divides between this ordinary reality and the embrace of emptiness.

From a conventional perspective, the two approaches differ significantly in terms of their 
understanding of the Buddha nature and its implications for individual awakening. The three-
body theory affirms the absolute identity between the Buddha’s awakened experience and that 
of the individual practitioner who has reached illumination; as such, once the individual attains 
nirvān․a, she realizes that all bodies of form are conventional manifestations of the dharmakāya’s 
emptiness, and she comes to rest in the all-encompassing luminosity of Buddhahood. The four-
body approach views the various rūpakāyas as instantiations of the lower aspect of the body of 
dharma, whereas its higher part is epistemologically exclusive to the Buddha. This distinction 
implies that a speculative exploration and experiential appropriation of the dharmakāya’s lower 
rung gradually prepares one to awakening, but it simultaneously affirms the extraordinary and 
exalted character of the Buddha’s insight, which is set apart from the experiences of ordinary 
practitioners. From an ultimate point of view, the difference between the two approaches is 
erased; whoever reaches nirvān․a is equal to the Buddha. At the same time, the four-body 
approach emphasizes Buddhahood’s unparalleled nature, in a perspective that borders on theism 
even as the overarching notion of emptiness serves as the ultimate anchor. The contemplation 
of the natural order that is part and parcel of the process of monastic training, but can also be 
undertaken by ordinary practitioners, amounts to the appropriation of the jñāna-dharmakāya, 
with the svābhāvikakāya ever more elusively receding.12

Juxtaposing these two systems of thought foregrounds a number of points of contact between 
their soteriological, and indeed cosmological visions. As we saw earlier, the Origenist spiritual 
theology that one finds in Evagrios’s Kephalaia Gnostika intimates the erasure of all bounda-
ries between the practitioner and the Godhead—indeed, the practitioner, alongside all other 
rational beings, is understood as an instantiation of a primordial divine ground that is nothing 
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but all-encompassing mind. The three-body system similarly affirms the ultimate unity of all 
conventional manifestations of Buddhahood with the dharmakaya, which is the empty ground of 
being as well as the tathāgatagarbha. Both visions foreground the reality of an all-encompassing 
reality—a cosmic nous, the Buddha nature—and either eschew all talk of creation and fall, or 
envisage it as a process that may be repeated an endless number of times. Gregory of Nyssa’s 
portrayal of Moses’s ascent on Sinai conversely underscores the infinite character of the God-
head that our intellect can penetrate but never fully capture, thereby thwarting the possibility 
of intellectual “satiety” with the divine nature that underpinned the cycle of repeated creations. 
This epektatic straining of the individual pursuing an ever-deeper knowledge of the divine 
mystery ensures that the ontological distinction between humanity and the creator can never be 
overcome—a vision broadly anticipating the later Christocentric conceptualization of deifica-
tion where the deified individual comes to resemble the incarnate Christ, but never fully grasps 
the divinity of the Logos. The four-body system similarly underscores the extraordinary char-
acter of the Buddha’s own insight, thereby ensuring that individual practitioners penetrate the 
jñāna-dharmakāya but fail to fully embrace the body of dharma unless they themselves reach the 
fullness of awakening. In short, one approach underscores the universal and unlimited character 
of deification and the nirvanic state, whereas the other foregrounds the radical “otherness” of 
the divine nature and the Buddha’s own insight, even as individual practitioners may partake of 
it to the extent allowed by their spiritual development.

This intriguing set of parallelisms, however, should not conceal from our attention a funda-
mental difference between the two traditions—namely, the fact that Origen’s and Gregory of 
Nyssa’s distinctive understandings of the divine reality and of the nature and purpose of spiritual 
practice are logically and conceptually incompatible with each other, whereas the three-body 
and four-body theories from the Tibetan tradition, ultimately, are not. Gregory’s construal of 
the divine nature provides an ontological safeguard to the uniqueness of the Scriptural narrative; 
in addition, our epektatic inability to grasp the divine intimates that even at the eschaton, our 
mind shall always remain subordinate to the divine. As the Madhyamaka distinction between 
conventional and ultimate reality is mapped onto the distinction between sam․ sāra and nirvān․a 
and then between the rūpakāyas and the dharmakāya, what distinguishes the four-body model 
is that it stresses the role of the jñāna-dharmakāya as the ground of the Buddha’s conventional 
manifestations, but both the four-body and the three-body model concur in envisaging the 
emptiness of the ultimate insight and the fact that the latter is epistemologically and ontologi-
cally available to anyone achieving enlightenment. As such, while normative Christian theology 
positioned Christ’s experience beyond the reach of ordinary practitioners, the different strands 
of the Buddhist tradition ultimately agreed in affirming that anyone could achieve the Buddha’s 
own experience of awakening.13 The result of this approach is that doctrinal disagreements are 
understood as reflecting different ways to mapping conventional reality, even as no one ques-
tions the tathāgatagarbha’s nature as ultimate ground of being.

This joint reading of two controversies between two different traditions highlights the dis-
tinctive way in which Christianity and Buddhism conceptualize and handle doctrinal contro-
versies, reflecting specific assumptions about subjectivity, cosmology, and the nature of ultimate 
reality. The four-kāyas articulation of the Buddha’s embodiment drives a wedge between the 
experiences of ordinary practitioners and the Tathāgata’s insight, but this kind of nirvanic epek-
tasis is only a conventional strategy that dissolves as soon as one remembers that all sentient 
beings are destined to achieve awakening. Gregory of Nyssa’s approach, for its part, affirms the 
ultimacy of the ontological distinction between humanity and the Godhead, underscoring the 
fundamentally dialectical character of this relationship. Despite appearances to the contrary, 
both Buddhist approaches to the question of the Buddha’s embodiment resonate more closely 
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with the Origenist dissolution into the eternal henad than with Gregory’s endless ascent into 
infinity, which paves the way for the more overtly Christological theologies of deification of 
the following centuries.

Notes
 1 While the Evagrian spiritual trajectory appears to culminate in an experience of light (see On Discrimina-

tion, 18, 22, in Philokalia Vol. 1, 49–52), Gregory suggests that Moses’s vision began with the light, but 
as he rose higher and became “more perfect,” he “saw God in the darkness” (In Cant. XI, 1000); see the 
passage in Ex. 20: 21 where we are told that “Moses entered the dark cloud within which God dwelt.” 
See also Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on the Song of Songs (In Cant.) (trans. and intr. by Richard Norris. 
Atlanta: SBL Press, 2013).

 2 Alexis Torrance’s study Human Perfection in Byzantine Theology: Attaining the Fullness of Christ (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2020) takes the unusual stance of criticizing the “normativity” of epektasis 
in historical reconstructions of Byzantine spiritual theology and contrasts it with the Christocentric 
vision of perfection developed by later authors. In our opinion, the latter approach should be read as a 
development of the former.

 3 The Chalcedonian turn of the following centuries will reinterpret the spiritual trajectory of the indi-
vidual in Christocentric terms, presenting the hypostatic union as an asymptotic terminus for our spir-
itual growth; at the same time, it will always be clear that none of us can ever presume to achieve the 
fullness of deification inaugurated by Christ (Torrance 2020: 70–76).

 4 This approach echoes Gregory’s critique of Eunomianism—a school of thought that claimed that divine 
realities could be fully captured and then adequately conveyed by way of theological propositions; the 
notion of epektasis is clearly incompatible with this understanding of the theological endeavor. See 
Miguel Brugarolas, ed., Gregory of Nyssa’s Contra Eunomium I (Boston and Leiden: Brill, 2018).

 5 One should remember that on the occasion of another theophany, on Mount Tabor, the Synoptics 
show us Moses, along with Elijah, conversing with the transfigured Christ. In the new dispensation 
that follows the incarnation, Moses can now see the face of God in the human lineaments of the incar-
nate Word. See Maximos the Confessor, Ambigua (Difficulties). Patrologia Graeca 91: 1031–1417 (PG 
91, 1125D-1128D).

 6 The climax of this dialectic would be reached by the Pseudo-Denys, for whom the Godhead appears to 
exist “beyond being” and who in De Divinis Nominibus nonetheless ascribes a panoply of attributes to 
the Godhead; see Paul Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius: A Commentary on the Texts and an Introduction to Their 
Influence (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).

 7 Buddhist practitioners from a Theravada background tend to regard theism as incompatible with the 
dharma; see Gunapala Dharmasiri, A Buddhist Critique of the Christian Concept of God: A Critique of the 
Concept of God in Contemporary Christian Theology and Philosophy of Religion from the Point of View of Early 
Buddhism (Colombo: Lake House, 1974).

 8 In the words of Guang Xing’s words, “the identification of the Tathāgata with the concept of tathatā 
constituted the foundation of Mahāyāna Buddhology”; see Guang Xing, The Concept of the Buddha: Its 
Evolution from Early Buddhism to the Trikāya Theory (London: Routledge, 2005), 77.

 9 Guang Xing points out, also quoting Makransky’s discussion in Buddhahood Embodied (179–182), that 
the term dharmakāya comes to acquire a certain ambiguity; on one hand, it appears to be conflated with 
the very essence of Buddhahood (the svābhāvakāya), apart from its conventional manifestations; on the 
other hand, it has a broader meaning encompassing Buddhahood in general—hence all three bodies. In 
both cases, it indicates the Buddha’s underlying support of all sentient beings (Guang Xing 2005: 97).

 10 On the crypto-theistic tendencies within Buddha nature traditions, see Peter Feldmeier, Experiments in 
Buddhist-Christian Encounter: From Buddha nature to the Divine Nature (Ossining, NY: Orbis Books, 2019).

 11 It is nonetheless the case that a Nyingma author like Long chen pa (1308–64) could write extensively 
on the different stages needed to reach nirvāna’s immediate insight; see his treatise The Excellent Path 
to Enlightenment, trans. Khenpo Gawang Rinpoche and Gerry Winer. Memphis, TN: Jewelled Lotus, 
2014. The doctrine of conventional and ultimate reality helps ensure that the two positions can coexist 
as alternative conventional expressions of an ultimate insight.

 12 Here there may be an echo of the Patristic claim that the “law of nature” and the “law of Scrip-
ture” explain and echo each other, in virtue of the presence within both of the eternal Logos. See 
again Maximos the Confessor’s account of the Transfiguration in Amb. 10, where the garments of the 
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transfigured Christ are said to signify both the created order and the pages of the two Testaments (PG 
91, 1125D-1128D).

 13 One ought to stress the qualifier “normative Christian theologies,” as the Christian mystical tradition 
knows numerous examples of (often female) practitioners, who hint at the ultimate dissolution of 
personhood at the heights of mystical experience; see, for instance, Catherine of Genoa’s Treatise on 
Purgatory, trans. S. Hughes. CWS. Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1979 or Marguerite Porette’s Mirror of 
Simple Souls, trans. E. Babinsky. CWS. Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1993.
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Some religious philosophers write comprehensive works that put forth a complete vision of 
their religious views, from philosophical foundations through major dogmas and on to practical 
examples of the good life. We are going to compare two such writers—one a Christian and 
one a Buddhist—to understand how they develop a metaphysical ground for their respective 
religious systems: Thomas Aquinas (c. 1226–74) and Dölpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (1292–1361). 
We will also look at how their views were opposed by other authors with different religious 
sensibilities and what these parallel conversations might reveal about the general search for the 
foundations of knowledge.

Thomas Aquinas

Thomas Aquinas was a medieval Catholic philosopher and theologian whose views still hold an 
important role in the Roman Catholic Church. Addressing the controversies of his day, Aquinas 
noted that we live in a complex world that Christians believe to be created by God, while others 
doubt not only the creation of the world but the very existence of God (Aquinas 1947: 1:2.1). 
Aquinas argues that these beliefs are not self-evident, and he proceeds to lay out five ways to 
demonstrate the existence of God based on evidence that is more obviously true to us.

The Five Ways to Demonstrate God’s Existence

Why is there something rather than nothing? This is the essential question that drives Aquinas’s 
five ways of demonstrating the existence of God (Aquinas 1947: 1:2.3). We will focus on the 
second and third demonstrations. The second demonstration involves efficient causes—some-
thing which is the cause of something else. We see that there are series of efficient causes in 
the world, one thing causing another, causing another and so on in a chain. If you remove the 
first cause in such a series, you remove its effect and the entire series of effects that follow. If 
efficient causes could be traced backwards infinitely, there would be no first efficient cause, and 
so there would be no subsequent effects, which is clearly not the case. Thus, there must be a 
first efficient cause, which we call God.

Aquinas’s third demonstration is based on the observation that the things we see around us 
are contingent rather than necessary—they come into existence through other things that are 
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prior to them, they might not have come into existence at all, and they could pass out of exist-
ence. If everything were contingent like this, then there could have been a time when nothing 
existed. If this were so, then nothing would exist now because nothing could come into exist-
ence from nothing. This is clearly not the case, so there must be something which exists in its 
own right, something that has self-existence and always exists, which could be the basis for the 
existence of things that are contingent. This is existence itself (ipsum esse subsistens), which is 
God (Aquinas 1947: 1:4.2).

Aquinas offered a similar proof that reinforces the third way in a pamphlet On the Eternity 
of the World (Aquinas 1997; the same argument is made more briefly at Aquinas 1947: 1:46.2). 
The things of this world are contingent, they come into being and pass away. Their exist-
ence is thus not part of their nature, it comes from outside of them. What comes from within 
something is prior to it in its nature than that which comes from without, so in the nature of 
contingent things, non-being is prior to being. It is the nature of each contingent being that it 
has the potential to exist but, if left to itself, it would not exist. If everything has the nature of 
non-being over being, nothing would exist. Thus, there must be something whose very nature 
is to exist and can bring into existence contingent things whose priority is not to exist. This we 
call God, or being-itself. Contingent things exist because they receive existence from existence-
itself, as the daylight lasts while the sun shines. Thus, even if the world was not created with a 
beginning in time but went backwards in history forever, it would still be dependent upon God.

You and I exist, or at least I existed when I wrote this, and you exist when you are reading 
it. As contingent beings, there is a difference between us and our existence. I can think about 
you, the reader, and then wonder if you exist. In the same way we could discuss separately what 
unicorns are and whether they exist. This is not true about God. As existence itself, it makes 
no sense to try to establish what God is and then inquire as to whether God exists. Existence is 
something we have, but it is what God is.

Unlike you and I, there was no time in the past when God did not exist, nor could there be 
a time in the future when God would cease to exist. That would be impossible because time 
itself exists in dependence upon God. Yet God does not exist in time and God is not one of the 
things that exist in this world. Rather, God is the foundation of the existence of the world. It 
is logically possible that the world had no beginning in time, as it is logically possible that the 
world has no end in time and will continue forever. Even if this were the case, there would still 
be a difference between what the world is and the world’s existence. The world is not its own 
existence. To exist, the world relies on existence itself, God.

For Aquinas, given that contingent things exist and pondering the question of why they exist 
(rather than there being nothing) reveals the absolute existence of God. Modern science has 
pondered this question as well, and many scientists have sought to answer it without having to 
admit the existence of God. Let us investigate two related arguments, one from Stephen Hawk-
ing and the other from Lawrence Krauss.

Stephen Hawking’s Rebuttal

Physicist Stephen Hawking has proposed a theory of how we can think about the Big Bang with-
out needing a divine figure to start it out. The claim is that while the universe has a beginning 
in time, the universe does not have to have a moment of creation (Hawking 1998: chap. 8). The 
Big Bang is theorized to have begun at a point of infinite density, a condition that creates a math-
ematical conundrum. All the macroscopic laws that govern the universe, such as gravity, break 
down at infinite density. So, while God might know the initial conditions of the universe, we 
could never work them out, and so we are precluded from understanding the universe through 
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an application of these laws. Fortunately, we have begun to understand quantum physics, which 
gives us laws that work over minute spaces that existed at the Big Bang. While we have not 
worked out all the details of quantum gravity, we know that over the distances that applied at the 
start of the Big Bang, time ceases to become distinguishable from distance and we end up with 
a Euclidean four-dimensional world, opening new possibilities. A world that obeyed Euclidean 
geometry would not have singularities at zero distance. Using quantum gravity, we could posit a 
space-time that had no edges or boundary conditions and would explain the Big Bang.

A no-boundary condition world would be like a globe, having no edges. One could keep 
moving in a straight line forever without getting to the end, yet it is still a finite size because you 
end up going in circles. It would be like heading south on our planet Earth. One could move 
south only for so long before reaching the south pole, at which point every direction would be 
north. One could not travel further south than the south pole, and this is not a mystery. The 
south pole is simply a reference point. It is not the beginning of the world. Passing through it 
does not affect your travel, just the description of your travel. In the same way, the Euclidean 
space-time that describes the universe might be such that you cannot go back further in time 
than a particular point without needing to posit that point as a beginning.

The reason why this would be an appealing configuration is that:

there would be no boundary to space-time and so there would be no need to specify 
the behavior at the boundary. There would be no singularities at which the laws of 
science broke down, and no edge of space-time at which one would have to appeal to 
God or some new law to set the boundary conditions for space-time. One could say: 
“The boundary condition of the universe is that it has no boundary.” The universe 
would be completely self-contained and not affected by anything outside itself. It 
would neither be created nor destroyed. It would just BE.

(Hawking 1998: 141)

A universe such as this would have no need of creation or of a transcendent God, and could, in 
theory, be completely known by the intelligent creatures within it.

The no-boundary condition is just a proposal. To know if such a mathematical description 
fits the universe, we would have to create quantum descriptions of the entire universe, including 
everything in it, and sum up the probabilities of its various histories over time and see if they 
matched what we see in the universe. This is impossible for two reasons. First, such equations 
are difficult to create even for small systems, so they would be impossible to create for the entire 
universe. Second, we only have one universe to use for our data. We cannot run multiple ver-
sions of the universe and see how they compare with our model. Taking these two problems 
into account, we can at least run some calculations on a highly simplified model universe and 
see if the way our universe is unfolding is at least possible and perhaps probable. One case that 
has been tried predicts that under no-boundary conditions, despite the quantum fluctuations 
present at the Big Bang, the universe would expand equally in all directions on a macroscopic 
scale. This is in line with what we see. This test could have shown the no-boundary condition 
to be false, and it did not, so that is at least a first glimmer of confirmation.

Lawrence Krauss’s Rebuttal

Lawrence Krauss shares Stephen Hawking’s views of physics and has proposed another way 
that the laws of physics remove the need to resort to “God” as an explanatory principle for the 
universe. Rather than a no-boundary condition for the universe, Krauss argues that, just given 
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the laws of physics, the Big Bang that created this particular universe was bound to happen. He 
lays his arguments out in his aptly titled book, A Universe from Nothing: Why There Is Something 
Rather than Nothing.

Krauss asserts that arguments from creation are a last refuge of those who want to justify their 
belief in God, writing:

The central problem with the notion of creation is that it appears to require some exter-
nality, something outside of the system itself, to preexist, in order to create the condi-
tions necessary for the system to come into being. This is usually where the notion of 
God – some external agency existing separate from space, time, and indeed from physical 
reality itself – comes in, because the buck seems to be required to stop somewhere.

(Krauss 2012: 171)

Krauss elaborates how the universe could have come into existence without recourse to God 
as its creator. Krauss’s analysis is based on some remarkable, nonintuitive discoveries in modern 
physics that have been largely confirmed through statistical verification. The most striking one 
is that empty space weighs something, apart from any matter or energy that might be present in 
it (Krauss 2012: chap. 4). Quantum theory predicts that in the absence of matter, empty space 
itself will spontaneously produce particle-antiparticle pairs (Krauss 2012: chap. 6). These theo-
ries can be extended to deal with gravity as well, and “a quantum theory of gravity allows for 
the creation, albeit perhaps momentarily, of space itself ” (Krauss 2012: 163). For the universe 
that we see to have spontaneously come into existence and grown to the size that we see, the 
basic constants that are embedded in the physical laws of the universe would have to be quite 
finely tuned. One could believe that some deity sat and turned all the knobs just so to create 
us, or one could invoke the anthropic principle and multiverses or string theory to argue that 
all variations of these laws could exist simultaneously, and we are in this one because this one 
supports life like us (Krauss 2012: chap. 8).

In Krauss’s view we do not need anything outside the universe to explain the universe. As 
Richard Dawkins explains in the afterword of the book, “Not only does physics tell us how 
something could have come from nothing, it goes further, by Krauss’s account, and shows us 
that nothingness is unstable: something was almost bound to spring into existence from it” 
(Krauss 2012: 189).

To push back against Krauss, I would argue that while modern physics can explain how 
something outside the system did not have to preexist in order to generate something from 
nothing within the system, the system itself has to preexist. This is not actually getting some-
thing from nothing, it is saying that the system, as we find it, ensures that there is never nothing. 
This misses the heart of Aquinas’s analysis and begs the question: Where does the system come 
from? In the same way, I would push back against Stephen Hawking. He has shown that a no-
boundary universe is plausible, so that we do not have to believe that the universe was created 
in time. Even Aquinas held that position. It still does not answer the more fundamental question 
of why there is something rather than nothing.

Mahāyāna Buddhism

Within Mahāyāna Buddhism, there is a fundamental tension about how the Buddha can be free 
from all dichotomous conceptualizations yet still active in the conceptual worlds constructed 
by suffering beings (Makransky 1997: 12). One way this tension is manifested is in opposing 
views about what is at the core of sentient beings. The ghzan stong tradition holds that the core 
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of every sentient being is the fully formed Buddha-nature, complete with all the attributes of 
enlightenment, but which is obscured by adventitious defilements in most people. This is called 
the tathāgatagarbha, literally “the matrix of the one gone thus.” To become enlightened, one 
simply needs to remove the adventitious defilements and allow the Buddha-nature to shine 
forth. This view is proclaimed by a set of scriptures collectively called the Tathāgatagarbha Sutras 
(which is also the name of the oldest sutra in the set). This view is also known as the Great 
Madhyamika. This position is opposed by the rang stong view that everything is empty of intrin-
sic existence, so there is emptiness, absolutely nothing, at the core of sentient beings, which is 
why sentient beings can change to become Buddhas. A Buddha’s conventional realization of 
this allows for activity in the conventional reality of others, and the ultimate realization of this 
is ultimate Buddhahood.

This rang stong view is typical of Madhyamika schools of Buddhism, and we will examine one 
of its classic versions in the teachings of Tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa (1357–1419, hereafter 
“Tsongkhapa”), founder of the Dalai Lama’s dGe lugs pa order. Tsongkhapa developed his rang 
stong view in large part in reaction against the gzhan stong view of Dölpopa (Hopkins 2008: 
269). Madhyamika Buddhists hold that the Tathāgatagarbha Sutras are indeed revelatory, but that 
the facile understanding of tathāgatagarbha that posits its ultimate existence is not their definitive 
meaning and needs to be interpreted in light of other more definitive scriptures that teach the 
absolute emptiness of the self.

Our analysis will begin with the rang stong view of emptiness (as recorded by Tsongkhapa) 
and then examine how Dölpopa extended it with his own gzhan stong teachings. Then we will 
look at Tsongkhapa’s specific critique of gzhan stong and evaluate these arguments.

Tsongkhapa’s Rang Stong View of Emptiness

Truth can be spoken of on three levels: mundane, conventional, and ultimate (Tsongkhapa 
2002: 155). Mundane truth is how the world appears to our senses without any sophisticated 
analysis. Our senses both reveal and conceal the world, because they present us the world, but 
with error. We obtain conventional truth by analyzing mundane truth, rooting out inconsisten-
cies and sorting out valid and invalid cognitions to create a coherent understanding of the world. 
Mundane and conventional truth together is called “relative truth” in contrast to ultimate truth. 
Ultimate truth is what is ultimately true of the world, in particular the ultimate status of what 
is known conventionally: emptiness.

The example of the chariot is the classic one used to explain conventional emptiness. Our 
experience of a chariot gives us mundane truth about it. We can then ask the question, “What 
is this chariot, in relation to its parts?” Through rational analysis, we can determine that the 
chariot is not the mere collection of its parts, nor is it their shape, and yet it is also not other than 
its parts (Tsongkhapa 2002: 279–287). Through further analysis, we can come to understand 
that the chariot exists in dependence upon its parts (wheels, carriage, etc.), not in some other, 
independent way. But we can perform this analysis on each of the chariot’s parts and see that the 
parts exist dependently upon their parts (the wheel is dependent upon spokes and rim and hub) 
and that this reasoning can continue on down to the tiniest parts we can perceive—and there is 
nothing unique to chariots in this reasoning.

All things exist dependently. Nothing exists intrinsically, in its own right, independent of 
other things (Tsongkhapa 2002: 129–153). Things come into being through causes and condi-
tions. They function conventionally, but, “If things had intrinsic nature, then they would exist 
even without causes and conditions” (Tsongkhapa 2002: 137). They do not. Even the Buddha-
nature lacks intrinsic existence (Tsongkhapa 2002: 198–201).
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Thinking “these things that are appearing before me all lack intrinsic existence” is still con-
ventional truth. If one actually had the wisdom of ultimate truth, the phenomena would not 
even appear, and neither would the assertion of their dependent arising (Dölpopa will agree 
with this, c.f. Hopkins 2008: 525–526). The perfect realization of emptiness is thus a complete 
negation, one that does not imply any further assertion (Dölpopa will oppose this view, as we 
shall see). This position denies that there is anything other than dependent arising, without 
asserting that dependent arising itself exists in some absolute way (see Cozort 2003: 78).

Dölpopa’s Gzhan Stong View

In contradiction to this, Dölpopa taught that the ultimate truth was that at the core of each 
sentient being lies the tathāgatagarbha, the matrix of the Buddha-nature—the one-gone-thus—
complete with its qualities of awareness and spaciousness (Dölpopa 2006: 61, 561). For Döl-
popa, the presence of the Buddha-nature is what gives rise to the possibility of enlightenment 
by simply freeing the Buddha-nature to function. Dölpopa explained his position by using this 
simile for the tathāgatagarbha:

In the exceptional, sublime Kr.tayuga Dharma, the ground of purification is the uni-
versal ground gnosis which is like the sky, the object of purification is the incidental 
stains which are like clouds,
The agent of purification is the Truth of the Path which is like an inexorable wind, 
and the result of purification is the separated result which is like the sky clear of clouds.

(Stearns 1999: 144. See also Dölpopa 2006: 300)

In this simile, the sky is the universal ground gnosis, which is the tathāgatagarbha, that shines like 
the radiant sun. The sky can be obscured by clouds, preventing one from seeing it, though not 
altering the sky or the sun themselves. Life beneath a cloudy sky is sam. sāra, the suffering spoken 
of in the First Noble Truth. The clouds or “stains” are the afflicting emotions spoken of in the 
Second Noble Truth. As is spoken of in the Third Noble Truth, these clouds can be cleared 
away by a mighty wind (generated through tantric practice) resulting in a sky clear of clouds, 
the Buddha-nature with its infinite qualities shining forth—nirvān. a.

Thus, the tathāgatagarbha is the basis for both sam. sāra and nirvān. a. It is permanent and 
untainted. The objects of purification are the impermanent stains that are not one with it. 
These stains arise through relative dependent origination, which is why they are imperma-
nent and can be removed. But dependent origination is not the only mode of reality. There is 
another, ultimate mode of existence, and that is the absolute existence of the Buddha-nature. 
As Dölpopa explains:

[Thusness with infinite qualities complete] is the ground and result, never the Truth 
of the Path.
It is the ground of purification, never the object of purification.
It is the mode of reality, never the mode of delusion. . . .
It is the ground of emptiness, never just empty.

(Stearns 1999: 150)

The stains are relative, being dependently arisen; they are of the mode of delusion as understood 
in rang stong teaching. The Buddha-nature exists in a different mode—gzhan stong—empty of 
everything that is not itself, but not itself empty. It has its qualities of awareness and spaciousness 



Scott Steinkerchner, OP

386

and exists without causes, without change or composition, and omnipresent. The tathāgatagarbha 
goes by many names: the originally free Tathāgata, Buddha even before all the Buddhas, the 
ground Buddhahood, the primal Buddha, the great nirvān. a, and the Great Madhyamaka.

This is what is proclaimed in the Tathāgatagarbha Sutras, which Dölpopa believe to be defini-
tive, but Dölpopa also gives a reason as to why this must be the case:

If permanence is negated, noncomposite is negated, and even the absolute expanse of 
reality is thus negated, so that, alas, all phenomena are negated.

This is because if the pervader is negated, that which is pervaded is negated; and if 
the support is negated, the supported is negated.

There are numerous [examples] of the support and the supported, and the pervader 
and that which is pervaded, such as center and limit, the absolute as the support and 
the relative as the supported,

The true nature as the support and phenomena as the supported, and the absolute 
as the pervader and the relative as that which is pervaded.

Please consider them all in detail.
(Stearns 1999: 167)

Dölpopa here argues that phenomena—which are obviously dependently arisen—could not 
exist at all unless there was something that existed by itself, an absolute. Why? Because that 
which is dependent, when taken as a whole, must be dependent on something. If there is noth-
ing at all except that which arises dependently, then there is nothing for dependently arisen 
phenomena, taken as a whole, to depend upon and it simply would not exist. The absolute, the 
Buddha-nature complete with its qualities, is that which exists inherently and thus supports the 
relative, dependently arisen phenomena. This is remarkably similar to Aquinas’s third way to 
demonstrate the existence of God, to which will return at the end of the chapter.

Returning to the analogy of the sky and clouds, we note that clouds cannot exist without 
the sky, but they are not the sky. Clouds exist in dependence upon the sky, but the sky does 
not exist in dependence on the clouds. The absolute sky “pervades” the relative clouds, “sup-
ports” them, and allows them to exist. If there were no absolute tathāgatagarbha, there could be 
no relative phenomena.

This is Dölpopa’s most pointed argument in favor of his position, and he repeats it in several 
places. At one point, he adds another similar but subtly different one: if all were relative, the 
relative itself would be absolute. Here is his argument (to which I have added numbers for the 
discussion to follow):

1. (Maintaining that dependent origination is Madhyamaka and Madhyamaka is dependent 
origination leads to the extreme consequence that all composite phenomena would be 
Madhyamaka.)

2. The majority of experts in the Tr․etayuga and later [eons] allege that relative dependent 
origination is the Great Madhyamaka, and that whatever is Madhyamaka is dependent 
origination.

3. If that were the case, since composite and impermanent [phenomena] are also dependent 
origination, they would be Madhyamaka.

4. If that were accepted, they would be the absolute expanse of reality.
5. If even that were accepted, they would be noncomposite.
6. If that were accepted, it would contradict even [the existence of] phenomena (Stearns 

1999: 150–151).
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1. is from Dölpopa’s auto-commentary and summarizes the argument, highlighting its signifi-
cance. In 2., Dölpopa is citing other views that claim to be Madhyamaka, specifically those views 
that hold that there is only dependent arising and that this is the ultimate truth of all things, 
including the Madhyamaka (Buddha-nature with its qualities). As we have seen, this is Tsong-
khapa’s position. 3. generalizes this and claims that if the Buddha-nature were dependently 
arisen, all composite and impermanent phenomena (all things that arise through dependent 
origination) would be the Buddha-nature. In 4., he reminds us that the Buddha-nature is the 
absolute expanse of reality, so that these phenomena are the absolute. In Dölpopa’s view, what-
ever is the absolute must be noncomposite, so the conclusion of 5. is obvious. Finally, 6. points 
out the logical contradiction, that the composite phenomena that established the Madhyamaka 
in the first place are noncomposite, so nothing composite would exist. This argument is not 
circular, but it does depend on certain logical equivalents, such as the equivalence of Buddha-
nature, Madhyamaka, the absolute expanse of reality, and the nirvanic condition.

In arguing this way, Dölpopa evinces a different two-truth theory than that of Tsongkhapa, 
with the two truths distinguished not simply by what is conventionally true about the world 
and what is ultimately true about the world, but with the added affirmation that what is ulti-
mately true about the world exists in a different mode than what is conventionally true about 
the world, a difference based on the gzhan stong–rang stong distinction:

In [the Kr.tayuga] tradition all is not empty of self-nature. Finely distinguishing empty 
of self-nature and empty of other, whatever is relative is all stated to be empty of self-
nature, and whatever is absolute is stated to be precisely empty of other.

(The mode of existence of the two truths)

Why? Because in regard to the two truths there are stated to be two modes of truth, 
two modes of manifestation, and two modes of emptiness,

And because the many forms of exaggeration and denigration, flawed and flawless 
contradiction, and so forth, phenomena and true nature, and composite and noncom-
posite, are stated to be two great kingdoms.

(Stearns 1999: 129)

The two great kingdoms are sam. sāra and nirvān. a, the former being composite and existing in the 
mode of rang stong, the latter being noncomposite and existing in the mode of gzhan stong. The 
two truths are the absolute (don dam) and the relative (kun rdzob).

Tsongkhapa’s Rebuttal

The Tathāgatagarbha Sutras, if taken at their word, support Dölpopa’s view. But, as we have seen, 
Tsongkhapa holds that those sutras need to be interpreted in light of other, more definitive 
scriptures, such as the ones that proclaim emptiness as the ultimate truth. In his magnum opus 
The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment and again in the Final Exposition of 
Wisdom, a shorter work written later in his life, Tsongkhapa rebuts Dölpopa’s gzhan stong view. 
In the Great Treatise, Tsongkhapa writes:

Some [Tibetans] do not posit ultimate truth as the sheer elimination of the elabora-
tions of the objects of negation, e.g., the two selves. Instead they hold that, as the 
object of a mind that non-mistakenly knows how things exist, the ultimate appears to 
exist under its own power – just as things such as blue and yellow appear to an ordinary 
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mind. Ascertaining that it does exist in that way is the view that knows the profound. 
They also claim that it is a misstep with regard to the correct view to regard external 
and internal phenomena—the bases with regard to which living beings cling to the 
two selves—as lacking intrinsic existence.

(Tsongkhapa 2002: 201)

Tsongkhapa posits ultimate truth, nirvān. a, as the sheer elimination of mental elaborations. 
This lack of elaborations is not itself an essentially existent nature; it is an actual realization that 
all things ultimately lack intrinsic existence. Dölpopa agrees that all phenomena lack intrinsic 
existence, but Tsongkhapa believes that all things lack intrinsic existence, including the Bud-
dha-nature, which is the central element in his critique of gzhan stong views. For Tsongkhapa, 
the Buddha-nature with its qualities is simply another phenomenon that some people wrongly 
believe to “exist under its own power.” Tsongkhapa continues the same passage in a more 
derogatory fashion:

These assertions stand outside the sphere of all the scriptures, Hinayana and Mahāyāna. 
They accept that it is necessary to stop the conception of self, the root that binds all 
living beings in cyclic existence. They then assert that you do not stop the conception 
of self by realizing that there is no intrinsic existence in the substrata it apprehends as 
a self; rather, you stop it by knowing as truly existent some other unrelated phenom-
enon. This is no different from the following scenario: Suppose that there is no snake 
in the east, but someone thinks that there is and is terrified. You say to the distressed 
person, “You cannot stop your idea that there is a snake by thinking, ‘In the east there 
is no snake at all.’ Rather you should think, ‘There is a tree in the west.’ That will stop 
your idea that there is a snake and will end your distress.”

Hence, you who wish the good for yourselves should stay far away from such 
wrong views.

(Tsongkhapa 2002: 201)

In Tsongkhapa’s critique, the tathāgatagarbha is pictured as “some other unrelated phenomenon” 
to the mental conception of the self (for more on this point, see Magee 1999: 114). Hence, 
his critique that taking on this unrelated understanding and reifying it could hardly stop the 
reification of the self. For Tsongkhapa, the point is to stop reifications altogether since ultimate 
truth, emptiness, is a purely negative assertion (explained earlier, also noted by Magee 199:114).

A section of Tsongkhapa’s Final Exposition titled “Establishing uncompounded phenomena 
also as not truly existent through the reasoning of dependent-arising and the former reason-
ing” elaborates more fully why nothing escapes the rang stong critique, not even the Bud-
dha-nature (Hopkins 2008: 95–101). These “uncompounded phenomena” include the things 
Dölpopa would ascribe to fully awakened enlightenment, “such as space, analytical cessations, 
non-analytical cessations, thusness, and so forth” (Hopkins 2008: 95). Madhyamika reasoning 
explains how dependently arising phenomena can function without inherent existence, and 
these uncompounded phenomena that Dölpopa wrongly believes to be inherently existing can 
also be explained to function without needing to have inherent existence because the same 
reasoning applies to them all. Then Tsongkhapa states the gzhan stong objection to which he 
will respond this way:

Objection: The meaning of the statement that compounded phenomena are empty of 
their own inherently existent entity is that those phenomena do not have their own 
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entities, whereby this is an annihilatory emptiness. However, since thusness has its own 
entity, it truly exists.

(Hopkins 2008: 97)

It is unclear what Tsongkhapa means by “entity” here. For Dölpopa, the distinguishing feature 
of that which inherently exists is that it is self-arisen, its own cause, rather than being caused 
by another or dependently arisen. This is what allows it to be the ground of all that is depend-
ently arisen. But for Tsongkhapa’s rebuttal to make sense, “entity” must here be equivalent to 
the imputed self, the apparent identity that does not withstand rational analysis, for he writes:

Answer: [The first part of that assertion] is the final place of going wrong with respect 
to delineating compounded phenomena as empty of inherent establishment, a view 
deprecating the dependent-arising of compounded phenomena. The latter [part of 
that assertion] is an awful view of permanence superimposing true existence on what-
ever has its own entity. Therefore, [the proponents of this] are wrongly perspected 
with respect to the correct meaning of emptiness.

If [an object’s] emptiness of its own inherently established entity [meant that] it 
did not exist within itself, then since not existing within itself [means] that exist-
ence would not occur anywhere, holders of the thesis that some phenomena truly 
exist as well as the scriptures and reasonings proving this, and so forth, would not be 
established bases [that is, would not exist] due to being empty of their own inherently 
established entity. Therefore, the positing of a tenet that some phenomena truly exist 
is an unexamined propounding of whatever appears to mind.

(Hopkins 2008: 97–98)

Tsongkhapa goes on to say that there are some who propound “truly existent” things (dngos por 
smra ba), and some who go further and propound that things are not truly existent; however, it is 
“foolishness” to try to hold both (as does Dölpopa). Then he returns to this theme writing that 
those who propound two “discordant positions regarding suchness”—which is exactly what 
Dölpopa does by proclaiming that phenomena and the Buddha-nature exist in two different 
modes—are (according to Jeffrey Hopkins’s translation) “mistaking this to mean that phenom-
ena are empty of themselves and wanting to avoid holding that the ultimate is empty of itself 
and hence non-existent, which would be a view of deprecatory nihilism” (Hopkins 2008: 98).

Analysis

Dölpopa argued that there must be two different modes of existence. Phenomena are depend-
ently arisen but could only exist at all if there was something that existed independently, which 
he identified as the tathāgatagarbha. Tsongkhapa’s rebuttal of the gzhan stong position simply reas-
serts that either all things are dependently arisen, or they all have absolute existence. He admits 
no distinction between phenomena and the tathāgatagarbha. This does not rebut Dölpopa’s argu-
ment, it ignores it.

Similarly, Hawking’s and Krauss’s rebuttals simply ignore Aquinas’s argument that for there to 
be contingent things, there must be something whose existence is necessary. Hawking does this 
by showing that he can describe existence in such a way as to ignore the question of why there 
is something rather than nothing. Krauss argues that the laws of nature themselves force there to 
be something rather than nothing, even being able to create space itself. But Krauss never asks 
where the laws of nature come from.
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Dölpopa’s and Aquinas’s arguments are surprisingly parallel, even though the absolutes they 
posit to ground their systems are quite different from each other. Each of them proposes some-
thing that is the cause of its own existence, but they each manifest in the world quite differently. 
For Dölpopa, the tathāgatagarbha is complete with its qualities of enlightenment as the funda-
mental matrix of every sentient being such that all sentient beings are, at their core, really the 
Buddha. For Aquinas, existence is a gift bestowed on things that are fundamentally other than 
God, so that at the core of every person lies a soul that is like God in some way but is absolutely 
other than God. What is the basis for this surprising convergence amidst real difference? It could 
be that there is enough variety within Tibetan Buddhism that whatever one was looking for, 
one could find—sort of an anthropic principle of religion. Or it could be that Aristotle’s Meta-
physics reached Tibet shortly after it resurfaced in Europe (Aristotle’s views were a conscious 
contributing factor to Aquinas’s views). Or, perhaps a copy of the Aquinas’s Summa made it 
to Tibet. However, there is no evidence for any of these scenarios. More research is called for, 
because barring these yet unproven historical connections, this debate seems to indicate that for 
some thinkers, there is an underlying necessity to ground knowledge in a self-existent ultimate.

Another important parallel in these debates is how these arguments fail to convince. Döl-
popa, Tsongkhapa, Aquinas, Hawking, and Krauss all offer arguments that seem to be convinc-
ing at some level, but they fail to convince their main opponents. These arguments do, however, 
reveal important aspects of their purveyors’ picture of the world. Rather than revealing some-
thing about ultimate reality that might convince the skeptical, these arguments instead reveal 
the inner workings of the way each of these thinkers constructs a coherent view of reality. I am 
reminded of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s picture of how language “should” work:

A picture is conjured up which seems to fix the sense [of the meaning of words] 
unambiguously. The actual use, compared with that suggested by the picture, seems 
like something muddied. . .  . [T]he form of expression we use seems to have been 
designed for a god, who knows what we cannot know; . . . he sees into human con-
sciousness. For us, of course, these forms of expression are like pontificals which we 
may put on, but cannot do much with, since we lack the effective power that would 
give these vestments meaning and purpose.

In the actual use of expressions, we make detours, we go by side-roads. We see the 
straight highway before us, but of course we cannot use it, because it is permanently closed.

(Wittgenstein 2001: 426)

The point is that there is no straight highway, only a picture of one in our minds (Hacker 1997: 
308). Over a lifetime, we have constructed elaborate pictures of how the world works, what is 
real, and what is true—and deep thinkers also construct elaborate explanations of their views and 
why they make more sense than other alternative positions. The scholars presented here write as if 
they are describing reality in some ultimate way, rather than simply describing their picture of real-
ity. For both Aquinas and Dölpopa, the “straight highway” would be an infinite, comprehensive 
understanding of the world that transcended mere words and exists in God and the Buddha-nature, 
respectively, realities that they argue have to exist absolutely in order to ground the changing world 
of our experience. Are their arguments about reality itself, or are they simply about their respective 
pictures of reality? Answering the question either way is a metaphysical stance.

Aquinas did not write his Summa Theologiae to win over converts or to convince skeptics. He 
wrote it as a textbook for fellow Dominicans who were just beginning their studies, so that they 
could have a fully integrated education covering all important aspects of theology in an orderly 
fashion (Torrell 1996: 145–147). Dölpopa wrote his Fourth Council in response to a request 
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from the Sakya master Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen who wanted to study his thought more 
thoroughly (Steearns 1999: 32). Both authors wrote their work to more fully educate their co-
religionists in the faith they shared. These works were not intended to convince outsiders but 
to improve the understanding of insiders, offering a comprehensive understanding of an entire 
religious world picture. This is what makes them so valuable for conceptually understanding 
a world picture from within. Even if the straight highway does not exist, in describing it, one 
offers invaluable insight into the true meaning of one’s views in a number of other areas.

I think that I understand Dölpopa’s view of tathāgatagarbha, and I see why it is a convincing 
argument, even though I am not convinced to become a gzhan stong Buddhist. I am a Christian, 
and I believe that Aquinas’s view is actually a correct description of the world. I wonder if this 
is why I favor Dölpopa over Tsongkhapa, or do I not like Tsongkhapa because he ducked the 
question because he had no answer?

Are these explanations of ultimate reality like Wittgenstein’s straight highway simply pictures 
in our minds of the way we think things work or can we have perfect understanding? Our 
investigation of this question would have to be grounded in something, but could we know and 
understand this grounding? Perhaps ultimate explanations are like pontificals, the special vest-
ments used only by popes and bishops—we could put them on, but they would not give us the 
power they symbolize. If Aquinas is correct, there is certainly something true about that. God 
has infinite, perfect understanding, but we are not God, we do not have an infinite mind, and 
we cannot understand as God does. This is ultimately the answer God gave Job when he asked, 
“Were you there when I created the world?” (  Job 38). But if Dölpopa is correct, the ultimate 
truth is already there shining at our core, just waiting to be released. This is a nonconceptual 
gnosis, rather than the conceptual analysis that could answer our specific questions, but it would 
make all our questions moot, which is ultimately more satisfying.
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Meister Eckhart (1260–1328) is considered by some the quintessential Christian mystic. He 
has been invoked extensively by both Christian and Buddhist interreligious scholars (e.g. Roy 
2001, 2003; Radler 2006; Braak 2011, 2014, 2016; Joseph 2015; Blum 2015). According to the 
Korean theologian Hee-Sung Keel, Eckhart’s “Asian Christianity” forms an excellent bridge 
reconciling Christianity and Buddhism (Keel 2004, 2007).

The comparison between Eckhart and Buddhism has a long history. Schopenhauer (1859) 
already claimed that Eckhart and the Buddha were essentially saying the same thing.1 Since the 
early twentieth century, Eckhart’s thought has been compared to Zen2 Buddhism by D.T. Suzuki 
(1870–1966) and the Kyoto School thinkers Keiji Nishitani (1900–90) and Shizuteru Ueda 
(1926–2019) in various works (Suzuki 1957; Nishitani 1982; Ueda 1965, 1982, 2001–2003).

This chapter will first give a brief overview of the various approaches to Eckhart-Zen stud-
ies. Consequently, Eckhart’s notion of the ongoing birth of the Son of God in the soul will be 
discussed further. It will explore the affinities between Eckhart’s contemplative project (illumi-
nating the ongoing birth of the Son of God in the soul) and the Mahayana Buddhist contem-
plative project (illuminating and participating in the continuous self-revelation of one’s own 
inherent Buddha nature), especially as presented by the Zen thinker Eihei Dōgen (1200–53). 
Dōgen’s presentation of zazen sitting practice as an ongoing contemplative practice that enacts 
“forgetting the self ” will be used to shed light on Eckhart’s contemplative practice.

From the conclusion of this chapter, it will become apparent that Eckhart’s “Asian Chris-
tianity” can indeed play an important role in the further development of Christian-Buddhist 
dialogue.

Approaches to Eckhart-Zen Studies

The British historian of ideas J.J. Clarke has proposed that the philosophical encounters 
between Asian and Western thought in the twentieth century can be conveniently thought of as 
a sequence of three phases that overlap both chronologically and conceptually: the universalist, 
the comparative, and the hermeneutical (Clarke 1997: 119).

The universalist approach aims at synthesizing East and West into a single world philosophy, 
going back to Leibniz’s philosophia perennis. The second comparative approach adopts a more 
modest picture, dealing with individual concepts or thinkers, attempting to illuminate both 
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(Clarke 1997: 122). The hermeneutical approach overlaps with the comparative approach but 
develops a more hermeneutical reflexive and self-critical stance, beyond merely postulating 
parallels and drawing analogies between distinct thinkers and traditions (Clarke 1997: 125). 
Western philosophers engage directly with Eastern thinkers (and vice versa) not to compare 
them but simply as part of a broader philosophical enterprise that can be characterized as a 
transcultural human activity.

The first approach to Eckhart-Zen studies corresponds to Clarke’s universalist phase. Eckhart 
was used by both Western and Japanese thinkers to build a bridge between the West and Zen. 
The German theologian Rudolf Otto claimed that only Eckhart can help Westerners under-
stand Zen. He remarked in Mysticism East and West that “we can only gain access to this strange 
experiential world in this mysticism with a very peculiar character by starting out with Eckhart, 
and then only in some of his rarest and deepest moments” (Otto 1971[1926]: 269–272).3 On the 
other hand, for Japanese Zen thinkers, Eckhart served as a way to build a bridge from Zen to the 
West and reconceptualize (or rethink) Zen for a Western audience as a form of mysticism. In his 
Mysticism East and West, Suzuki (1957) drew extensive parallels between Eckhart and Zen, based 
on a perennialist philosophy that saw Eckhart as going beyond Christianity, in a similar vein as 
Zen (according to Suzuki) went beyond Buddhism (see Huxley 1945; Guénon 1945; Schuon 
1975). This was part of Suzuki’s attempt to imagine Zen for the West as a universal mysticism 
(see Braak 2008, 2011, 2020).4

The second approach to Eckhart-Zen studies corresponds to Clarke’s comparative and her-
meneutical phases. Their chief representatives were members of the Japanese Kyoto School who 
engaged, from their Zen background, with Eckhart. Nishitani wrote about Eckhart in relation-
ship to the Zen philosophy of sunyata in his Religion and Nothingness (Nishitani 1982). His suc-
cessor Ueda wrote his dissertation on Eckhart (Ueda 1965) and several articles on Eckhart and 
Zen (Ueda 1982, 1983a, 1983b). As his student Bret Davis (2008) notes, for Ueda, Zen is not 
a form of mysticism but a non-mysticism.

Some have criticized the Kyoto School interpreters of Eckhart for marginalizing his Chris-
tian roots, and for assimilating him too much into the Buddhist camp. Also, one can wonder 
to what extent Ueda’s thinking is truly historical and contextual. Heisig notes in a review of 
Ueda’s collected works that “for one writing in the second half of the twentieth century, Ueda’s 
concern with historical paradigms or the deconstructing of assumptions is remarkably scant” 
(Heisig 2005: 257).

In a third, more truly hermeneutical approach to Eckhart-Zen studies, both Eckhart and 
Zen are properly contextualized. Eckhart is not separated from his Christian, specifically 
Dominican, roots, but his “mysticism” is seen as a mystical way or mode of appropriating that 
Christian tradition, in order to deepen and develop it further (see Dobie 2010). For example, 
Keel (2004, 2007) illuminates Eckhart’s “Asian Christianity” to stimulate the further develop-
ment of Christian-Buddhist dialogue. Also, Joseph (2015) and Blum (2015) situate Eckhart in 
his historical and religious context when they compare his work to the Zen tradition. In an 
earlier publication (Braak 2011), I explored Eckhart’s mystical theology in its Christian context, 
focusing on a comparison with the thirteenth-century Japanese Zen master Dōgen.

Whose Zen? Which Eckhart?

For a truly cross-cultural hermeneutical approach to Eckhart-Zen studies, both Zen and Eck-
hart need to be properly contextualized. How is Zen being imagined in the meeting of Western 
and East Asian horizons? How is Eckhart being imagined in the meeting of medieval and (post)
modern horizons?
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What is commonly indicated by the single word “Zen” in reality comprises a vast and 
historically variegated network of Buddhist traditions in China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam. 
Knowledge of these traditions has come to the West filtered through the sectarian filters of 
Japanese missionaries, scholars, and philosophers. The Zen that has been presented to the 
West by Suzuki (and to a lesser extent Ueda) has been primarily the Japanese Rinzai tra-
dition, going back to the Chinese Chan masters Linji Yuan (d. 866) and Dahui Zonggao 
(1089–1163). This tradition has often been presented to the West as if it were an antinomian 
anti-ritual tradition focused on breaking through to an enlightenment experience beyond 
language and thought. Recent historical research has shown, however, that such antinomian 
rhetoric often does not reflect actual historical practice (Welter 2008; Braak 2010) and that 
ritual has always played, and continues to play, a very important role in the Zen traditions 
(Heine and Wright 2008).

The second important Japanese Zen tradition, Dōgen’s Sōtō-tradition, was initially little 
known in the West. This tradition goes back to the Chinese Chan masters Dongshan Liangjie 
(806–869) and Hongzhi Zhengjue (1091–1157) and focuses on “silent illumination.” For 
Dōgen, Zen is not about realizing a universal mystical experience that transcends language and 
thought, but about the ongoing verification and actualization of one’s ever-present original 
enlightenment through the continuous illumination of one’s inherent Buddha nature within 
language and thought (Kim 2004, 2007; Heine 1994, 2012, 2020; Wirth, Schroeder and Davis 
2016; Davis 2009, 2016, 2018, 2019).5

With regard to Eckhart, it is important to take into account what it meant “to become 
God in fourteenth-century Europe” (Morgan 2013: 101–124). Eckhart’s work had been gath-
ering dust since the fourteenth century until he was reimagined in the nineteenth century 
as the quintessential German “mystic” (see Flasch 2006, 2010).6 His German sermons were 
emphasized over his Latin works, and his apophatic “mystical” thought was emphasized over his 
more kataphatic Christian formulations.7 In the first half of the twentieth century, Eckhart was 
studied by “everybody in the intellectual world of the time,” including Robert Musil, Georg 
Simmel, Max Weber, Karl Mannheim, Martin Buber, Ernst Bloch, Georg Lukács, and Belá 
Balázs (Largier 2008: 739). Also Martin Heidegger was intensively studying Eckhart (see Davis 
2007: 122–45).

Two Tenets in Eckhart

The two most important types of mystical formulation in the work of Eckhart are the birth of 
the Son of God in the soul and the breakthrough to the Godhead (McGinn 1991, 2001). As 
Ueda describes it:

The first type goes: “God gives birth to his Son in the soul, and through this the soul 
as his Son,” whereas the second type says: “The soul breaks through to the ground 
of God and grasps God as he is bare and one.” In the first type Eckhart speaks of the 
union of the soul with God; in the second, of the oneness of the ground of the soul 
with the ground of God. In the first type, what matters is the Father-Son relation-
ship between God and the soul, whereas in the second, the relationship is completely 
stripped of a concept or image.

(Ueda 1965: 25f  )

Various commentators have differed in their assessment of which of these two tenets is primary 
in Eckhart’s thought.8 In Suzuki’s comparison, Eckhart’s breakthrough to the Godhead is seen 
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as more important than the ongoing birth of the Son of God in the soul. Also, Ueda considers 
the breakthrough motif to be more radical than the birth motif. He regards the birth motif as 
the substructure on which the superstructure of the breakthrough motif is built (Ueda 1965: 
140–150). Nagel (1998) has criticized Ueda for drawing the breakthrough motif too much in 
the direction of Zen, at the expense of the Christian birth motif. Nagel (1998: 22) argues that 
the birth motif is no less radical than the breakthrough motif. Other authors such as Caputo 
(1978: 222ff  ) even argue that Eckhart’s birth motif is more radical than the breakthrough motif.

The tenet of the birth of the Son of God in the soul is at the heart of Christian orthodoxy. 
Its classic formulation goes back to the Council of Nicaea, held in 325, where it was proclaimed 
that Christ was begotten, not made. Athanasius (d. 373), the bishop of Alexandria, defended 
this formulation and argued that “Christ as Son is begotten from the Father eternally, unceas-
ingly, much as sunlight is constantly, unceasingly, generated by the sun, or as springwater gushes 
up constantly, unceasingly, from its fountainhead” (Harmless 2008: 116). This theme of the 
eternal generation of the Son by the Father was interpreted by Eckhart as the ongoing birth of 
the Son of God in the soul. The theme of the birth of the Son of God in the soul goes back to 
Origen in the third century, who is actually quoted by Eckhart in sermon 43 (Eckhart 2009: 
240). The theme appears in 47 of Eckhart’s 114 German sermons and in several Latin works 
(Harmless 2008: 292 note 77 and 78). Eckhart once gave a sequence of four sermons devoted 
to it, starting on Christmas Day.

Eckhart’s second tenet of the breakthrough to the Godhead involves the apophatic image 
of the Godhead, that refers not to the Trinitarian God, but to God as the One who is behind 
the Trinity. “God and Godhead are as different as heaven and earth,” Eckhart notes (Sermon 
56; Eckhart 2009: 293). The distinction between them is that “God works, while the Godhead 
does no work: there is nothing for it to do, there is no activity in it. It never peeped at any 
work. God and Godhead are distinguished by working and not-working” (Sermon 56; Eckhart 
2009: 294).

According to most interreligious scholars, regardless of which of the two tenets is primary in 
Eckhart’s work, it is his breakthrough motif, in which a perfect unity with the ultimate founda-
tion of reality is realized, that resonates most with Asian spirituality in general, and Mahayana 
Buddhism in particular (see e.g., Keel 2007: 48). However, in this chapter, I want to explore the 
resonances between Eckhart’s birth motif and aspects of Dōgen’s thought.

The Birth of the Son of God in the Soul

A traditional theme in Christianity is that Christ has three births: “he is begotten unceasingly 
from the Father in eternity; he was born from the Virgin Mary in time; and he comes to birth 
in the heart of the just person” (Harmless 2008: 120). However, for Eckhart, these three births 
are conflated into one:

The Father bears His Son in eternity like Himself. “The Word was with God, and 
God was the Word” (  John 1:1): the same in the same nature. I say more: He has borne 
him in my soul. Not only is she with Him and He equally with her, but He is in her: 
the Father gives birth to his Son in the soul in the very same way as He gives birth 
to him in eternity, and no differently. He must do it whether He likes it or not. The 
Father begets his Son unceasingly, and furthermore, I say, He begets me as His Son and 
the same Son. I say even more: not only does He beget me as His Son. But He begets 
me as Himself and Himself as me, and me as His Being and His nature.

(Sermon 65: Eckhart 2009: 331)9
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The birth of the son of God in the soul is an ongoing divine activity. Eckhart even declares that 
“for God, this is an act He so delights in and which pleases Him so well that he does nothing 
else but beget His Son” (Sermon 40; Eckhart 2009: 227).

The ongoing birth of the Son of God in the soul leads to a profound longing in the soul to 
return to its origin:

The Father always speaks the Son in unity and pours forth all creatures in him. They 
all have a call to return whence they flowed forth. All their life and being is a calling 
and a hurrying back to what they came out of.

(Sermon 22: Eckhart 2009: 154)

Eckhart speaks about the two faces of the soul. One face is turned toward the world, whereas 
the other is “turned directly to God.”

There the divine light is without interruption, working within, even though (the soul) 
does not know it, because she is not at home. When the spark of intellect is taken 
barely in God . . . then the birth takes place, then the Son is born. This birth does not 
take place once a year or a month or once a day, but all the time, that is, above time in 
the expanse where there is no here or now, nor nature nor thought.

(Sermon 31; Eckhart 2009: 188)

The birth of the Son of God in the soul is not a one-time event but an ongoing one. As 
long as we remain unaware of it, it cannot transform us existentially. This formulation of our 
ontological reality bears some resemblance to the distinction in Mahayana Buddhism between 
one’s ever-present original enlightenment and one’s verification or realization of that enlighten-
ment.10 Both Eckhart’s ongoing birth of the Son of God in the soul and the Buddhist ongoing 
realization of one’s original enlightenment can be interpreted as the continuous illumination or 
unveiling of Buddha nature. For both Dōgen and Eckhart, the goal of all contemplative practice 
is to come to a personal and inward participation in this illumination.

In the first chapter of his Shōbōgenzō, On the Endeavor of the Way [Bendōwa], Dōgen starts out 
with contextualizing the Zen path. “All Buddha Tathagatas who individually transmit incon-
ceivable dharma, actualizing unsurpassable, complete enlightenment, have a wondrous art, 
supreme and unconditioned. Receptive samadhi is its mark” (Dōgen 2010: 3).

The ongoing transmission of the ultimate dharma is characterized by a state of pure receptiv-
ity (Eckhart’s Gelassenheit). Dōgen continues: “Although this inconceivable dharma is abundant 
in each person, it is not actualized without practice, and it is not experienced without reali-
zation” (Dōgen 2010: 3). Although the Son of God is being born in us all the time, it takes 
contemplative practice (the practice of receptive Samadhi) to fully actualize this, to actually bear 
the Son of God within us.

The ongoing birth of the Son of God in us is not something that we necessarily experience 
ourselves: “Sentient beings continuously move about in this dharma, but where they are is 
not clear in their consciousness” (Dōgen 2010: 3). The ongoing transmission of dharma takes 
place below the threshold of individual discriminative consciousness. It takes a different kind of 
consciousness (a state of receptive samadhi) to fully allow this transmission to flower. For this, 
Dōgen recommends the sitting practice of zazen, an enlightening practice of non-thinking 
(Davis 2016).
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The Contemplative Practice of Forgetting the Self

Rather than approaching Eckhart and Dōgen from the discipline of comparative mysticism, 
I want to relate them to each other from the discipline of contemplative studies, a new inter-
disciplinary field of research that concerns itself with contemplative experiences that occur 
within the context of contemplative practice: “various approaches, disciplines and methods 
for developing attentiveness, awareness, compassion, concentration, presence, wisdom, and the 
like” (Komjathy 2018: 51).

Both Eckhart and Dōgen see the ongoing birth of the Son of God in the soul, or the con-
tinuous verification of one’s original enlightenment, not as a mere theological dogma but as the 
ground and foundation of contemplative practice.

If anyone were to ask me: Why do we pray, why do we fast, why do we do all our 
works, why are we baptized, why (most important of all) did God become man? ̶ 
I would answer: in order that God may be born in the soul and the soul be born in 
God. For this reason all the scriptures were written, for that reason God created the 
world and all the angelic natures: so that God may be born in the soul and the soul 
be born in God.

(Sermon 29; Eckhart 2009: 177)

For both Eckhart and Dōgen, such contemplative practice involves leaving behind, even 
forgetting, the limited individual self for the ongoing birth of the Son of God in the soul, or the 
silent illumination of Buddha nature, to take place unobstructedly. Eckhart speaks about adopting 
“a wholly God-receptive attitude, such that one’s own self is idle, letting God work within one” 
(Sermon 1; Eckhart 2009: 30). He refers to it as both a “detachment” (Abgeschiedenheit) and a 
“letting go” (Gelassenheit) (see Radler 2006). It is a withdrawal from the world that is a “forget-
ting and an unknowing” (Sermon 2; Eckhart 2009: 43). As theologian Robert Dobie puts it:

Self-understanding begins not with any immediate reflection upon oneself. To make 
oneself an object of reflection is to lose oneself, for, as soon as one tries to grasp oneself 
in any concept or image, one’s “I” has retreated “behind” the reflection. . . . That is 
why, for the medieval mystic, all authentic self-knowledge must begin and end with 
a complete letting-go of the self, a radical . . . abgeschiedenheit or gelassenheit (a detach-
ment or letting-be) from the finite, created self so that one may live and abide in and 
through the divine Logos.

(Dobie 2010: 4)

For Dōgen, awakening is conceived of as casting off body and mind, leaving behind the sense of 
self and becoming available for the larger dimension of reality that is called the Buddha: “Just set 
aside your body and mind, forget about them, and throw them into the house of the Buddha; 
then all is done by the Buddha” (Birth and Death (Shōji); Dōgen 2010: 885).

Such a setting aside of body and mind is even expressed by Dōgen as a forgetting of the self:

To study the way of enlightenment is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the 
self. To forget the self is to be actualized by myriad things. When actualized by myriad 
things, your body and mind as well as the bodies and minds of others drop away.

(Actualizing the Fundamental Point (Genjōkōan); Dōgen 2010: 30)
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Also for Eckhart, the self needs to be destabilized and decentered. The very knower of truth 
with his or her limitations and preconditions must be left behind, forgotten. In this way, the 
ongoing birth of the Son of God in the soul can take place without obstructions:

How is God all the time born in that man [a detached person]? Pay attention: When-
ever that man lays bare and discloses the divine image which God has created in him 
by nature, then God’s image in him stands revealed. Birth must here be understood in 
the sense of revelation of God, for when the Son is said to be born of the Father, that 
means that the Father paternally reveals to him His mysteries. Accordingly, the more, 
and the more clearly, God’s image is revealed in a man, the more evidently God is 
born in him. Thus when it is said that God is all the time being born in him, it is to 
be understood that the Father lays bare the image and shines forth in him.

(Sermon 63; Eckhart 2009: 319)

This metaphor of the Father laying bare the image and shining forth in the detached person res-
onates with Dōgen’s metaphor of the Buddhas transmitting the inconceivable dharma through 
receptive samadhi. This will cause the Buddha nature to shine forth in those that have managed 
to forget their self. This is where the similitude between Eckhart and Dōgen is very close.

For both Eckhart and Dōgen, the contemplative process involves forgetting the self for the 
ongoing birth of the Son of God in the soul, or the ongoing transmission of the inconceiv-
able dharma, to take place unobstructedly. We tend to become enclosed in and attached to our 
own finite subjectivity, and in this way become closed off to the revealed nature of being. We 
become stuck on being itself, or, even worse, on our created concepts about being or beings, 
rather than on the act of revelation itself. From a contemplative perspective, true religion con-
sists of continually breaking through a blind adherence to static conceptions of being: what we 
call “reality” needs to be continually “made real” or “made true.” This is only possible by letting 
go of the limited personal self and allowing oneself to be conformed to revealed truth. For this, 
we need to fall silent and allow ourselves to not speak but be spoken.

Conclusion

In juxtaposing Eckhart’s and Dōgen’s thought, I  have focused on their contemplative prac-
tices aimed at forgetting the self, to become fully available to participate in a wondrous and 
inconceivable larger process that is actually going on (although mostly unnoticed) continuously. 
Interestingly enough, from this point of view, such a forgetting of the self is not a necessary 
preliminary stage to facilitate a breakthrough to the Godhead, or a breakthrough experience of 
enlightenment (kenshō). Rather, forgetting the self is the beginning and end of ongoing con-
templative practice itself. It is not a means to an end but is its own fulfillment. Forgetting the 
self is realizing one’s Buddha nature and is breaking through to the Godhead.

Using Dōgen’s work to illuminate Eckhart’s Christian metaphor of the birth of the Son of 
God in the soul does not attempt to make a Buddhist out of Eckhart. It rather strengthens the 
fundamental Christian nature of his thought. My aim has not been to have Eckhart and Dōgen 
meet in the silence of some ineffable Absolute beyond both Christianity and Buddhism. In such 
a (deafening) silence, there wouldn’t be much room left for their individual voices and their 
embeddedness in their respective traditions.

In the universalist approach to Eckhart-Zen studies, comparisons between Eckhart and Zen 
masters have interpreted the commonalities in their writings to mean that they both somehow rose 
above their own religious traditions and captured some universal essence. From a cross-cultural 
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hermeneutical approach, however, Eckhart did not rise above Christianity, but, to the contrary, 
entered very deeply into it. The same can be said about Dōgen and the Buddhist tradition.

Rather than claiming that thinkers from various religious traditions meet one another by 
breaking through the linguistic and perspectival stances of their tradition, it might be precisely 
in entering into the depths of their respective traditions that we may find unexpected points 
of convergence. As Dobie puts it: “If one is to find a common core to mystical thought and 
experience, it can only be found in and through the religious traditions that give life to it, 
and not outside of them” (Dobie 2010: 2). In their emphasis on the continuous contempla-
tive practice of forgetting the self, both Eckhart and Dōgen point beyond their own religious 
traditions, not to some universal type of mysticism but to the continuous illumination of and 
participation in a wondrous and inconceivable spiritual process. Perhaps the notion of such an 
ongoing illumination and participation can form the ground for new and productive avenues in 
Buddhist-Christian studies.

Notes
 1 Schopenhauer 1859: 48: “If we turn from the forms, produced by external circumstances, and go to 

the root of things, we shall find that Sakyamuni and Meister Eckhart teach the same thing; it is only 
that the former dared to express his ideas plainly and positively, whereas Eckhart is obliged to clothe 
them in the garment of Christian myth and to adapt his expressions to it.”

 2 Since the term “Zen” has become commonplace in the West, I will use it here to refer to both the 
Chinese Chan and the Japanese Zen traditions.

 3 The reference is from the German edition. In the English translation, the ap-pen-dix that contains this 
passage was not included. Carl Jung also wrote that the satori ex-perience of Zen can be found in the 
West in Eckhart (  Jung 1991: 14, 19).

 4 Later in his life, Suzuki regretted his presentation of Zen as a form of mysticism, see Sakamoto 1977.
 5 As Heine notes (1994: 8), however, such distinction between Rinzai and Sōtō is more complex than a 

simple stereotypical polarization.
 6 To explain the popularity of Eckhart as a mystic among twentieth-century German intellectuals, Flasch 

points to several cultural and historical reasons. The crisis in Christianity that was widely experienced 
led to a fascination with the newly found category of “German mysticism,” a form of German Chris-
tianity that emphasized living experience over dogmas and institutions. It promised a freer spirituality, 
independent of institutions (Flasch 2006: 17).

 7 See McGinn (2001: 36f  ) for an overview of the various types of mysticism that have been ascribed to 
Eckhart’s thought.

 8 Keel (2007: 40–49) gives an overview of the various interpretations of Eckhart’s images of the break-
through to the Godhead and the going birth of the Son of God in the soul.

 9 Parts of this passage were labeled by John XXII in his papal bull In agro dominico as “having a very bad 
sound and suspect of heresy,” although they could be salvaged by many explanations (Eckhart 2009: 27).

 10 Especially addressed in the Awakening of Faith Sutra. See Hakeda 2006; Braak 2014.
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Comparing Saints

There was once an Indian king whose son came into the world announced by auspicious signs. 
Overcome with joy, the king called on his astrologers who predicted unprecedented fame and 
prosperity but also foretold that his son would find glory beyond his kingdom. Troubled by the 
prophecy, the king arranged for his son to grow up sheltered in a magnificent palace. Never-
theless, on one day, the prince was able to leave and was deeply shaken by the encounters he 
had with a leper, a blind, and an old man. Contemplating the inevitability of illness, sorrow, 
and death, the prince fell into despair. At this time, a great saint came to the palace where he 
praised the ascetic life to the prince as the solution to his ailments. The king attempted to dis-
suade the prince and even took him to govern as co-regent, but all his efforts failed. Eventually, 
the king himself converted, embracing the ascetic life before dying, and the prince departed 
for the wilderness as a hermit. He then wandered the land as a renouncer for the rest of his life, 
overcoming demons and performing many miracles for the benefit of all beings, even after his 
own death.

This is a well-known story, particularly for anyone who has encountered Buddhism, in any 
of its many historical traditions or as portrayed in Western art.1 Prince Siddhartha is born to 
King Śuddhodana, who futilely attempts to shield him from the human experience.2 Eventually 
the prince departs to live an ascetic life, until enlightenment is reached. Yet mutatis mutandis, 
this is also the story of Prince Josaphat, son of King Abenner, who under the guidance of the 
Christian saint Barlaam (allegedly a disciple of Saint Thomas) becomes a Christian saint himself. 
This latter reading of the narrative trope may be less familiar to a contemporary audience, but 
it was well known to most Christians throughout the European Middle Ages.3 The history of 
how the narrative of the life and deeds of the historical Buddha eventually became that of two 
Christian saints, cherished by generations of Christian devotees, is captivating. Yet it is equally 
intriguing how this trope of discovery and contemplation of the human condition, and of the 
quest for its eventual solution can be so easily apprehended by Eastern and Western audiences 
respectively as a Buddhist story of liberation, or a Christian tale of devotion and holiness.
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Life stories like that of Gautama Buddha/Saint Josaphat tell of individuals who successfully 
embrace a given path to reach salvation from the perceived ailments of the human condition, 
and who, through miraculous acts and teaching, confirm the truth and purity of their accom-
plishment—and, by extension, of the doctrine and the practice that have led to such a result.4 
These processes of confirmation and recognition require an audience who witnesses, identifies 
and confirms, for example, that Gautama is indeed a buddha, or that Josaphat is a saint. Sanctity, 
broadly understood, is thus a constructed concept, shaped by the ideological and social inter-
dependence of factors: those who are seen as saints; their words and actions; the stories about 
them; as well as their audiences (who witness their activities and receive the narratives that 
recount them and who revere them as saintly and cultivate their memory) (Delooz 1962, 1969). 
Who and what a saint is, then, necessarily depends on a complex web of doctrinal features that 
are themselves reflective of discrete historical, geographic, social, and cultural factors (Monge 
et al. 2018; Rondolino 2020a).

We can certainly approach the study of Gautama Buddha/Saint Josaphat by focusing on his 
lived experience, on the psychological or even the intimate mystical dimension of his activity. 
Doing so, though, leaves open the question of which and whose interpretative key we adopt 
as we contemplate the experiences that eventually led him to become a buddha/saint. Were 
we even able to approach him directly, or have access to his writings, we would still be bound 
by the interpretative framework that he himself adopted (consciously or not) to communicate 
how he became a buddha/saint—a point famously argued in relation to the study of mysticism 
by Steven Katz (1978, 1992) and, independently, by Guy Philippart in relation to the study of 
hagiographical sources and their authors (Philippart 1994a). One could rightfully counterargue 
(e.g., King 1988), that this still does not rule out the possibility of an unmediated experience of 
“something” that we might formally label saintly. Yet an approach that primarily privileges the 
content of experience over its discursive description, ultimately offers little in the way of even-
tually appreciating (and hopefully understanding) what in Gautama/Josaphat’s life made him a 
buddha/saint (particularly to their respective audiences of devotees), or indeed what a buddha/
saint is, and for whom.5

Engaging in the comparative, interfaith study of Buddhist and Christian notions of sanctity 
necessarily forces us to examine the cultural, ideological, and sociopolitical conditions and 
processes by which a given individual may come to be regarded as a saint.6 Doing so brings us 
to appreciate how notions of sanctity are conceptualized and communicated in each tradition’s 
respective doctrinal framework. At one level, this allows us to study (and at the same time 
accommodate for) the particular interpretative framework that, for example, recognizes Gau-
tama/Josaphat as a Buddhist or a Christian saint. Notably, in fact, Josaphat’s life-story has never 
been presented as evidence that there is indeed a Buddhist-Christian saint (one who transcends 
the doctrinal division between the two traditions) Rather it has historically been received as 
either a Buddhist narrative of liberation, or a Christian hagiography, and thus as evidence either 
of the truth and efficacy of the dharma, or of the redeeming glory of God and the power of 
faith and devotion. At another level, adopting this approach also brings us to consider the com-
mensurability of the two traditions, and to examine how their respective notions of embodied 
perfection may be approached in dialogue.7

What Do We Mean by Saint?

Saint (and its cognates) is a historically Christian concept that, over the centuries, has acquired 
distinctive (and at times problematic) associations with scholarship on Christianity, particularly in 
religious studies at large—whether in the context of comparative cross-cultural studies in general, 
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or of Buddhist-Christian dialogue in particular. Etymologically, the term derives from the Latin 
sanctus, from the verb sancio “to set aside, to sanction.” By extension, a sanctus is something, or 
someone who is set apart from society and worldly things, under the tutelage and patronage of 
a super-human entity. Most notably, already in its Roman usage, the term, when applied to a 
human being, carried the implication of a moral incorruptibility that, in turn, was connected to a 
patronal divine entity as its source of value. For instance, it would be used in reference to Roman 
tribunes as an honorific because of their great virtue (Brown 1981; Bartlett 2015).

It is important to note, though, that sanctus did not come to designate an individual of 
exceptional moral character, who was under the patronage of the one true God and a direct 
recipient of His redeeming Grace, until relatively late in the history of Christianity. In the early 
Christian Late Antiquity, in fact, the term was conventionally used to refer to all members of a 
given Christian community, as a way to distinguish them from those who had not recognized 
and accepted Jesus as the Christ (Zocca 2003). In this context, instead, it is the term martyr that 
was used to set apart those Christians who displayed all-encompassing devotion. The term, a 
Latinized form of the Greek mártus “to bear witness,” came to take on the distinctive Christian 
meaning of those “who by their deaths bear witness to the truth of Christ.”8

As the sociopolitical landscape within which early Christian communities lived and acted 
changed from one of persecution to one of imperial patronage, so did the ideal of a perfected 
Christian life. For several centuries, devotees referred to exceptional individuals who, by and 
large, were now monastics and members of the clergy as beatus. The term, from the Latin beo “to 
bless, to make happy, to delight” served as a marker for the divine recognition of their extraor-
dinary devotion and moral practice. It is only in the early 1000s ce, and even then, exclusively 
in the context of the Latin Church, that sanctus would become the dominant term to designate 
those blessed by God.

In the Greek-speaking world, and in those Christian communities who primarily relied on 
the authority of Greek sources over those compiled in Latin, it is the Greek hágios, “physically 
pure, morally blameless” that was (and still is) used to designate someone or something that is 
“holy” and, eventually, “a saint” in our current acceptation of the term (with no substantive dif-
ference between the two terms sanctus and hagios). Notably, this Greek term also made its way 
into the vocabulary of Latin Christendom through the cognate form hagiographia, which was 
used first to refer to the holy scriptures (like the Gospels) and then the writings about the holy 
and holy things—like the narratives of saints (hagiographies) and their authors (hagiographers) 
(Philippart 1994b).

Doctrinally, saints are set apart from all other Christians (regardless of whether they died for 
their faith or lived a life of prayer, or service to the poor) due to their superior moral purity, 
boundless devotion to God and commitment to a life in Christ. Thus, they become recipients 
of divine intercession and are wholly permeated by the redeeming Grace of God which, in turn, 
may manifest and act through them in miraculous ways. Most Christian theologians and com-
mentators (from the Latin Antiquity, through the scholastic period, to modernity, in the Latin 
and Greek worlds alike) frequently referred to Matthew 10:5–8 as scriptural evidence of God’s 
miraculous activity in the world through the actions of human saints.9 The general consensus 
being that for something to be a miracle, it has to exceed or defy the laws of nature.10 How-
ever, attitudes to sanctity throughout the history of Christianity also remained characterized 
by debates ranging in scope from what counted as a visible manifestation of divine power and 
grace, to whether an individual’s display of miracles was indeed possible, and in which instances 
this was a genuine sign of holiness (rather than ungodly wonderworking).11

In the Latin West, the concept of sanctity eventually became systematized and formalized 
during the papacy of Innocent III (1198–1216 ce), which was famously characterized by a 
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strong ecclesial push for theological and political normalization and systematization. Among 
the most notable and innovative changes, the manner in which someone was declared a saint 
was also institutionalized into the juridical process of canonization, which effectively made 
the recognition and declaration of an individual’s sanctity the sole prerogative of the Church.12 
The new legal process also further established that purported saints’ merits and moral conduct 
had utmost priority over any alleged miracles. Moral incorruptibility, therefore, takes juridical 
and theological priority as the undeniable marker of a virtuous life lived in complete devotion 
to Christ, primarily on the grounds that supernatural feats could also be the result of sorcery 
(Vauchez 1981; Bartlett 2015).

Regardless of whether a particular Christian confession historically retained the possibility 
for a human being to become a saint (or not), sanctity is today broadly understood across Chris-
tianity as a state of divinely derived moral incorruptibility, brought about by a complete and 
unconditional surrender to God. Often, particularly in the English and German speaking worlds, 
the notion of sanctity is also tightly associated with that of holiness (German heiligkeit), whereby 
a saint is a “holy person”: an exemplar of virtue and an embodiment of sacred power (Head 
1995, 1999). From the Old English hālig (Old German heilag) literally “whole, that cannot be 
transgressed or violated,” the term designates a status of alterity that, like sanctus, separates the thus 
identified thing or person from the mundane world, emphasizing an intrinsic distinctive whole-
ness or perfection. Although the term holy, per se, has historically been adopted to translate into 
English (as the German heilig) the Latin sanctus (as in “Holy Spirit,” or the German “Heiliger 
Geist,” for Spiritus Sanctus), following Rudolf Otto’s defining 1917 work The Idea of the Holy 
(German Das Heilige), the word has come to designate the unmediated experience of the numi-
nous. Consequently, saint, as an identifier for holy person, also has the connotation of referring 
to an individual who has gained access to and knowledge of the sacred (Otto 1924).

The contemporary scholarly use of saint and holy person to describe and study individuals 
who are identified as exemplar embodiments of a given religious truth is even further compli-
cated by the particular undertones acquired by the idea of the sacred. The term, from the Latin 
sacer (which like saint has its root in the verb sancio) was famously adopted by Émile Durkheim 
in his study of the social origin and function of religion, defined as the “unified system of beliefs 
and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say set apart and forbidden” (Durkheim 1915). 
This distinction between sacred and profane, echoed in Otto’s theorizing of the holy, eventually 
became central also in Mircea Eliade’s understanding of religions as hierophanies, or manifesta-
tions of the sacred (Eliade 1957). Thus, the use and definition of these concepts remains now 
irrevocably interconnected with their Christian origins and usage, as well as with the expanded 
web of meaning resulting from the works of late 1800s and early 1900s theologians and scholars 
of religions. The implications of the history of these concepts become particularly pressing if we 
consider the vehement postmodern critique to colonial approaches to the study of religious tra-
ditions characterized by Eurocentrism and Christian normativity (Smith 1982a, 1982b, 1990).

Several contemporary scholars have nevertheless adopted saint, over holy person, to engage 
in the comparative and cross-cultural study of ideals of perfection across religious traditions 
(Hawley 1987; Kieckhefer and Bond 1988). Overall, they argue for an approach grounded 
in the need to liberate critical scholarly vocabulary, and taxonomical categories from specific 
Christian definitions and their theological interpretations.13 In particular (and in direct response 
to Otto and Eliade) they propose a redefinition and use of saint that aspires to refer to more 
than merely an individual who has had an unmediated experience of the holy. Saint is instead 
adopted as a maximally capacious term to refer to individuals whom a given religious commu-
nity sets apart because of their perceived exceptional embodiment of a given ideal of perfection. 
These figures come to function as authorities who are both a model for imitation and an object 
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of veneration, independently of how these ideals of perfection and ethical living are then con-
ceptualized by the respective religious community.

It is with this broader and more encompassing understanding of the term that contemporary 
scholars have used saint also in the context of the study of Buddhism, in its varied historical 
manifestations. Stanley Tambiah and Reginald Ray, for example, famously wrote of Buddhist 
saints as types, in contemporary Thailand and classical India, respectively (Tambiah 1984; Ray 
1994). In so doing, they also argued that the interpretation of the saints’ roles and meanings 
must be strictly dependent on the study of their traditions’ doctrine and internal logic. In other 
words, we must approach the study of Buddhist saints by carefully examining the culture-
specific doctrinal and theoretical processes that inform the activity of those who recognized 
and venerated them as exceptional human beings. Most scholars in Buddhist studies, across 
regional and historical areas of expertise, have since adopted similar approaches, by which the 
term is employed as a readily intuitive heuristic device to categorize a plurality of emic ideals 
of embodied perfection.

What Is a Buddhist Saint?

Drawing from classical Buddhist accounts, it could be argued that a buddha is a Buddhist saint.14 
Doctrinally, any buddha, including Gautama Buddha, is a human being (albeit an exceptional 
one) who by his (and it is always a “he”) moral conduct, exertion, introspection, and analysis, 
discovers the cause of the human condition and a path to its extinction, and eventually attains 
liberation from sam. sāra.15 Thus, he becomes “awakened” (buddha) and is now “beyond all tran-
sitory phenomena” (tathāgata).16 Yet a buddha is more than a mere type of perfected being. He 
is the very archetype that establishes the paradigmatic example for imitation in all Buddhist 
traditions across history: being “like a/the Buddha” is what makes a given individual a Buddhist 
saint. The Buddha (or any buddha), then, should not be regarded a saint but rather the standard 
of practice and accomplishment for all Buddhists, and the reference by which Buddhist com-
munities can determine who, indeed, is a saint.

Thus, in early Buddhism (and today still in Theravāda communities), where the Buddha 
provides a model of perfected excellence, the term arhat (Pāli arahant) literally “deserving (of 
recognition),” designates the saintly individual who has walked the path charted by Gautama 
Buddha to its perfected completion.17 Just like the Buddha by virtue of his superior attainment, 
so can arhats perform miracles (Sanskrit siddhi, Pāli iddhi), which are seen in virtually identical 
terms as in the Christian context: events that suspend the conventional operation of natural law 
(Granoff 1996; Fiordalis 2011). In contrast to Christian miracles, though, Buddhist miracles are 
not the result of a divine authority acting through a saintly individual, but rather they arise as 
a corollary effect of the arhats possessing an exceptionally concentrated mind.18 Because of this 
Buddhist understanding of the operation of miracles, the canon expresses skepticism (as seen 
also in Christian sources) about their display and use, particularly in a pedagogical and pros-
elytizing context. Furthermore, miracles are not seen as exclusive to Buddhism. In fact, any 
wonderworker endowed with the right concentration and mental development may perform 
such feats, regardless of whether they perfected the Buddhist path or not, or even see it as a true 
and valid teaching of liberation.19

With the appearance of the first Mahāyāna scriptures and communities, and their debates 
on the “true” nature of a buddha, the ensuing development of the Trikāya doctrine, and the 
radical shift of the ultimate goal for a Buddhist practitioner from nirvān. a to Buddhahood (and, 
perhaps, their doctrinal conflation), follows a significant change in the community’s reception 
of the arhat as a saintly type.20 Because in this new doctrinal framework, striving to become a 
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fully enlightened buddha is now seen as the most excellent path, one cannot but see as lesser 
(and arguably more self-serving) the accomplishment of those who instead “only” sought and 
attained enlightenment.21 In this perspective, it is those who successfully progress on the path 
to Buddhahood who become the new Buddhist types of embodied perfection: the bodhisattvas 
(Williams 2009, 2012).

In Theravāda Buddhism, the Pāli term bodhisatta is exclusively used to refer to the previous 
lives of the one who would eventually become Gautama Buddha, as they are narrated in the 
Jātaka tales. As such, it does not carry the same connotations of saintliness as arhat. Yet it nev-
ertheless possesses a distinctive connotation of right behavior, one that arises from sufficiently 
pure intentions to bring the bodhisatta to be reborn in favorable births, at times even in the 
presence of other buddhas, and eventually to be born as one who becomes a buddha himself. 
In a Mahāyāna context, in which the new objective of Buddhist practice is to become a buddha 
oneself, this ideal of a multi-lives practice of ethics and wisdom develops into a new type of 
Buddhist saint. Human and superhuman beings alike are now seen as all capable of pursuing the 
path to Buddhahood, motivated by the desire to cultivate the power to liberate infinite beings 
from sam. sāra.22 As their spiritual development progresses, they eventually attain stages in which 
particular faculties become refined and enable them to perform miracles, whose nature also 
depends on their particular level of spiritual development.23

With the later development, in the medieval Indian religious landscape, of tantric move-
ments and the eventual rise of Vajrayāna as a third system of Buddhist practice, the role of mira-
cles takes a further central function not only in the understanding of what a Buddhist saint is, 
but also in what being and acting as a Buddhist entails. The question of what Tantra is, broadly 
construed, and what Buddhist Tantra/Vajrayāna is, in particular, is complex and reflects the 
plurality of approaches and movements that developed across religious boundaries in the north-
ern Indian and Himalayan regions between the fifth and eighth centuries ce (White 1996). 
Nevertheless, all of them share a central concern with practice and ritual, and with technique 
and doing, over philosophy and theory. From a Mahāyānist perspective, Vajrayāna traditions 
place strong emphasis on the cultivation of skillful means (Sanskrit upāya) over wisdom (Sanskrit 
prajñā), and the discovery and mastery of technologies to advance swiftly one’s progress on the 
path to Buddhahood—ideally, in a single lifetime (Davidson 2002; Samuel 2008).

In this context, it is the mahāsiddha, “the great accomplished (or perfected) one” that comes 
to represent the new standard of sanctity: the tantrika, who has overcome mundane existence, 
mastered ritual and meditative practice, realized the true nature of reality, and is now a fully 
enlightened buddha who eventually departs, bodily, to his or her own Buddha realm (Robinson 
1979). The term is a composite form of mahā, “great” and siddha, from the same verbal root 
sidh- as siddhi, “accomplishment” but also “magical power” and “miracle.” A Buddhist siddha is 
thus someone who has accomplished the path and, consequently, is endowed with great powers. 
In a reversal of Buddhist logic, then, the classical doctrinal association of refined mental faculties 
with miracles, acquires a new valence: the development of powers is now a goal in its own right, 
as a potent strategy to attain the mind of (and consequently become) a buddha.24

In this evolving landscape of Buddhist notions of saintliness, there remains nevertheless a 
constant cross-sectarian trait that functions as a marker of truly and fully accomplished beings, 
whether they be arhats, bodhisattvas or siddhas, humans or superhumans: teaching the dharma. 
A buddha, by classical definition, is one who realizes the path to liberation, but also who teaches 
it to others out of compassion—as the Ariyapariyesana Sutta recounts that Gautama Buddha did, 
heeding Brahma’s plea. Teaching is also the most distinctive factor between a “full” buddha and 
a pratyekabuddha (Pāli paccekabuddha), literally “a solitary awakened one” (or “one who awakened 
alone”). Both types of buddha discover the four truths by themselves, through their own insight, 
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at a time in which the dharma is not taught or known. What distinguishes a buddha’s accom-
plishment as superior, though, is that he teaches the path of liberation to others.25

Similarly, on the model of a buddha, arhats, bodhisattvas, and siddhas all teach the dharma, 
albeit one that they had heard and learned from another buddha, directly or indirectly (whether, 
for example, Gautama Buddha for Śāriputra or the primordial Buddha Vajradhāra for Tilopa). 
Ānanda, for example (who the tradition sees as the last among Gautama Buddha’s personal 
disciples to attain arhatship) famously recounted by memory all the teachings ever imparted 
by the Buddha, effectively initiating what eventually came to be the classical Buddhist canon. 
Mañjuśrī, the Mahāyāna bodhisattva embodiment of wisdom, is described, in some Mahāyāna 
sutras, as both mother and father to innumerable buddhas-to-be, by virtue of his teaching them 
the dharma (Lamotte 1960/2005).26 Similarly, textual sources on the 84 mahāsiddhas and great 
yogins recount of the liberating power of their teachings as, for example, the Indian siddha 
Nāropā and the Tibetan yogin Milarepa, whose hagiographic narratives further describe both 
ascending to a heavenly realm where they continue teaching the dharma to superhuman beings.

A Question of Soteriological (In)commensurability

Comparing Buddhist and Christian notions of sanctity, it is possible to discern a shared cross-
cultural attitude toward the understanding of a perfected being as one who lives a morally 
impeccable existence and whose activity is dedicated, in an often all-encompassing (at times 
even all-consuming) way, to the practice of their tradition’s teaching—which, in turn, is aimed 
at freeing the individual from the ailments of the human condition. Most notably, in both 
religious contexts, teaching the truth and the way to internalize its practice to salvific effect is 
unequivocally seen as a distinguishing trait of a true saint. Thus, for example, the early Chris-
tian Passion of Saints Perpetua and Felicity (third century ca. ce) in telling in the first person the 
martyrdom of the five saints Revocatus and Felicity, their two servants, and Perpetua, offers an 
allegedly autobiographical narrative that both teaches the audience about the redeeming power 
of faith and devotion, and acts as a record of the saints’ martyrdom as embodied teaching. In 
a similar manner, Gregory the Great (540 ca.–604 ce) described the life of Saint Benedict of 
Nursia in the second book of the Dialogues as a saintly teacher, who helps devotees (lay and 
ordained) through miraculous acts. Most importantly, he teaches the monks placed in his care, 
guiding and supporting them through the Regula Sancti Benedict—the rule he wrote for his 
community that eventually set the standard for religious orders in the Western Christian world. 
A further example can be seen in the life of Saint Francis of Assisi who, as recounted, among 
others, by Thomas of Celano (1185–1265 ce) and Bonaventure of Bagnoregio (1221–74 ce), 
traveled extensively for most of his later life to spread the word of the Gospel and the salvific 
benefits of the apostolic life: he attempted to reach the Holy Land on foot, walking to Spain 
from Italy, and sailing to Egypt to bring the one true faith to the Muslims—against whom pope 
Innocent III (d. 1216) had called a fifth crusade.

Likewise, as seen in this chapter’s opening story, Saint Barlaam, taught by the apostle Saint 
Thomas, traveled to the Indian kingdom of Abenner to teach the message of Christ, eventually 
converting Prince Josaphat. Through repentance, prayer, and ascetic contemplation, Josaphat 
himself came to spread the word of the Gospel, converting first his father and then many of his 
former subjects, whom he further helped through miraculous means. In this way, Late Antiq-
uity and Medieval Christian audiences read the story of Josaphat as the thoroughly Christian 
narrative of the perfected life and practice of two Christian saints.

Yet as we now know, this story is at its origin that of Gautama Buddha, of the last birth 
of the bodhisattva who, in a time deprived of the dharma, eventually discovered the path to 
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liberation from sam. sāric existence, and taught it for the benefit of innumerable beings. Or, from 
a Mahāyāna perspective, it is the life story of a fully enlightened buddha, whom we convention-
ally call Gautama Buddha and who manifested in this world, at this time, out of compassion for 
the beings who abide in it, to teach the dharma.

How Christian and Buddhist audiences read the Saint Josaphat/Gautama Buddha story, as 
either that of a Christian saint or the Buddhist archetype of sanctity is not dependent on its 
subjects’ display of miracles, moral conduct, or teaching. The saintly subject of the story engages 
in all these activities. What changes is the doctrinal framework within which the narrated deeds 
are interpreted by a given audience, and, consequently, what his miracles, conduct, and teach-
ing mean, and for whom. For a Western European Medieval Christian audience, Josaphat can-
not but be a true Christian saint. Likewise, for a Buddhist audience, Gautama cannot but be a 
buddha. Had he received the dharma from another Buddhist ascetic, as in the Josaphat version, 
he would be an arhat, or a bodhisattva, or a siddha, depending on the particular soteriological 
framework from which the audience approaches the narrative. Ultimately, Josaphat cannot be 
interpreted as a Christian-Buddhist saint, nor Gautama a Christian-Buddhist one, because what 
is understood by the two traditions to be right behavior, the source of miraculous powers, and 
right teaching, is dependent on the discrete soteriological context adopted by the respective 
communities of devotees, which are, effectively, incommensurable.27

The matter changes substantially if we shift the focus of our reflection from what enables a 
given audience to interpret the story of Saint Josaphat/Gautama Buddha, to what is the ulti-
mate truth that the story refers to. In this instance, then, we leave the domain of the compara-
tive cross-cultural study of religious traditions, to enter the field of comparative theology. But 
that . . . is another holy story.
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 1 See, for example, Hermann Hesse’s Siddhartha or Bernardo Bertolucci’s film Little Buddha. See also the 
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 21 Two notable textual examples of this view in the early Mahāyāna literature are the As.t.asāhasrikā 
Prajñāpāramitā Sūtra, and the Lotus Sūtra. On the Chinese cult of the 18 arhats, see Little 1992.

 22 See, for example, the argument put forth in the Diamond Sūtra and the exposition offered by Śāntideva 
in the Bodhicaryāvatāra.

 23 One of the earliest textual descriptions of the bodhisattva path along ten subsequent stages is offered in 
the Daśabhūmika Sūtra.

 24 See Linrote 2006 for an overview of the history of Buddhist “holy madmen” in medieval India and 
their portrayal in art and literature, and DiValerio 2015 for a social history of the Tibetan “mad yogins” 
movement.

 25 Crucially, even if pratyekabuddhas intended to teach, it would be impossible for them to accurately 
reveal the essence of the dharma (Kloppenborg 1983).

 26 On Mañjuśrī as teacher and source of the dharma see also, in Tibetan Buddhism, the origin stories of 
the Sakyapa teaching Parting from the Four Attachments and Tsongkhapa’s visions at the source of the 
Gelupa teaching lineage.
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 27 On interreligious incommensurability in the context of Buddhist-Christian studies, see, for example, 
the now classic exchange published in Buddhist-Christian Studies (Cobb 1996; Blumenthal 1996; Gross 
1996; Muck 1996). With a specific focus on Catholicism, see also Williams 2007; Clark 2018.
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Preface

This article elucidates similarities and differences between the structures of Christ’s hypostatic 
union and of Dharmākara bodhisattva in Shin Buddhism.

First, I explore the structure of the hypostatic union in Chalcedonian Christology. In the 
hypostatic union of Christ, the human nature and the divine nature form a composite union 
in the divine hypostasis of the Son (Logos). I then explain the view of the hypostatic union by 
Nicholas of Cusa (1401–64). Nicholas was a prominent Roman Catholic theologian in Ger-
many in the fifteenth century. He had a creative understanding of the hypostatic union from the 
perspective of his notion of “maximum” that means the infinite being.

Second, I  explore the structure of Dharmākara bodhisattva in Shin Buddhism. In Shin 
Buddhism, the formless Tathāgata (“hosshō-hosshin”法性法身) took form as Dharmākara 
bodhisattva to save all sentient beings. He established the salvific vows and engaged in bodhisat-
tva practices. Finally, he achieved full enlightenment as Amitābha Buddha. Shinran (1173–
1262), the founder of Shin Buddhism, recognized Dharmākara and Amitābha as “the dharma 
body as compassionate means” (“hōben-hosshin”方便法身). In this context, Dharmākara is the 
Tathāgata in human form, which is the self-manifestation of the formless Tathāgata. Dharmākara 
is a composite union of the Buddha nature and the karmic human nature. In this section, I also 
explore Soga Ryōjin’s (1875–1971) view of Dharmākara. Soga was a modern Shin-Buddhist 
thinker in Japan. He had a creative understanding of Dharmākara from the perspective of sub-
jective self-awareness.

Third, I  compare the structure of the hypostatic union of Christ with the structure of 
Dharmākara bodhisattva and elucidate similarities and differences between them.

34
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1. Structure of the Hypostatic Union in Chalcedonian Christology

1.1 The Chalcedonian Definition of the Hypostatic Union  
of Jesus Christ

In this chapter, I elucidate the fundamental structure of the hypostatic union of Christ. Accord-
ing to the classical Christology of the first councils, Jesus Christ is the incarnate Son (Logos) of 
God. In the immanent Trinity, the Father begets the Son (the Logos), and the Son is begotten by 
the Father. The Father sent the Son into the world to save human beings from suffering, sin, and 
death. The Son (the Logos) took humanity and was born in the world as a historical person, Jesus 
Christ. Among other issues, the Christological controversies in the ancient Christian Church 
focused on the way the divinity and the humanity of Christ were united to each other. When 
one sees the ontological structure of Christ, one can also recognize the structure of human salva-
tion. In this structure, one can see how God saves human beings through Jesus Christ.

At the Council of Chalcedon (451), Church Fathers discussed the internal structure of the 
incarnation and declared as follows.

Wherefore, following the holy Fathers, we all with one voice confess our Lord Jesus 
Christ one and the same Son, the same perfect in Godhead, the same perfect in man-
hood, truly God and truly man, the same consisting of a reasonable soul and a body, 
of one substance with the Father as touching the Godhead, the same of one substance 
with us as touching the manhood, like us in all things apart from sin; begotten of the 
Father before the ages as touching the Godhead, the same in the last days, for us and 
for our salvation, born from the Virgin Mary, the Theotokos, as touching the man-
hood, one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, to be acknowledged in two 
natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the 
distinction of natures being in no way abolished because of the union, but rather the 
characteristic property of each nature being preserved, and concurring into one Person 
and one subsistence (ὑπόστᾰσις [hypostasis]), not as if Christ were parted or divided 
into two persons, but one and the same Son and only-begotten God, Word, Lord, Jesus 
Christ; even as the Prophets from the beginning spoke concerning him, and our Lord 
Jesus Christ instructed us, and the Creed of Fathers has handed down to us.1

In this definition, Christ comprises divinity and humanity in one person or one hypostasis. The 
divine nature reflects God’s fundamental characteristics, namely, oneness, goodness, truth, infinity, 
unlimitedness, incorruptibility, immutability, omnipotence, immateriality, and so forth. By way of 
contrast, the human nature possesses the universal characteristics of human beings, namely finitude, 
limitation, corruptibility, mutability, physical nature, and so forth. These two natures are united in 
the one hypostasis of the Son (Logos) “without confusion, without change, without division, with-
out separation.” The hypostasis indicates the individual concrete being. The hypostasis of Christ is 
the divine hypostasis of the Son (the Logos), which is the foundation of his subjectivity.

Furthermore, one can see the communication of the idioms (or properties) in the hypostatic 
union of Christ. In the communication of properties, the natural properties of the two natures 
are predicated of the single hypostasis of the Son (Logos). First, the natural properties of human 
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nature can be predicated of the Son (Logos); for example, one can say, “the Son of God is suffer-
ing.” In contrast, the natural properties of the divine nature can be predicated of the man Jesus 
Christ. For example, one can say, “Jesus is doing miracles,” and “the Son of Mary is glorified by 
the Father.” After the Council, the Chalcedonian definition became the fundamental Christo-
logical formula in the Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church.

1.2 Nicholas of Cusa’s Notion of the Absolute Maximum, the 
Contracted Maximum, and the Absolute and Contracted Maximum

Nicholas of Cusa presented his creative understanding of the hypostatic union of Christ from 
the perspective of his notion of “maximum.” In this segment, I explore the meaning of “the 
absolute maximum,” “the contracted maximum,” and “the absolute and contracted maximum” 
in his theology to elucidate his view of the hypostatic union.

In his writing, On Learned Ignorance, Nicholas affirmed that “maximum” means the infinite 
being “beyond which there can be nothing greater.”2

First, he elucidated the content of the absolute maximum. The absolute maximum is “the 
absolute one that is all things” and “all things are in this maximum.”3 The reason is that “the 
maximum has no opposite, the minimum coincides with it as well.” Thus, the maximum is “in 
all things.”4 The maximum is absolute and thus “it is actually all possible being and contracts 
nothing from things, for all things come from it.”5

Second, he elucidated the content of the contracted maximum. Coming from the absolute 
maximum, “there is a universal unity of being that is called ‘the maximum from the absolute.’ ”6 
This universal unity of being “exists in a contracted way as universe, and its unity is contracted 
in plurality, without which it cannot exist.”7 He asserted that “this maximum embraces all things 
in its universal unity,” and so “all that are from the absolute maximum are in this maximum.”8 
This contracted maximum “is in all things,” but “it does not exist outside the plurality in which 
it is found, because it does not exist apart from contraction, from which it cannot be freed.”9

Third, he elucidated the content of the absolute and contracted maximum. He held that 
“the universe exists in plurality only in a contracted way,” and thus “we will seek in the many 
things themselves the one maximum in which the universe actually exists most greatly and most 
perfectly as in its end.”10 This one maximum “is united with the absolute maximum, which is 
the universal goal, for it is the most perfect end beyond all our capacity.” This is the contracted 
and absolute maximum, which is Jesus Christ.11

Moreover, Nicholas held that the maximum is equivalent to the minimum. The absolute 
maximum is “all that can be,” and so “it is completely actual.”12 There cannot be anything 
greater than the absolute maximum. At the same time, there cannot be anything lesser than this 
maximum because “it is all that can be.”13 Therefore, “the minimum coincides with the maxi-
mum.”14 Likewise, “a maximum contracted to a genes or species” is in its contraction “actually 
all possible perfection” and “in this contraction, the maximum, because a greater cannot be 
given, is infinite and embraces the whole nature of the given contraction.”15 Thus, “just as the 
minimum coincides with the absolute maximum, so also the contractedly minimum coincides 
with the contracted maximum.”16

1.3 Nicholas of Cusa’s View of the Hypostatic Union of Jesus Christ

Nicholas held that the contracted maximum is “God and creature” and has to “be both absolute 
and also contracted by a contraction that could exist in itself only by existing in absolute maxi-
mumness.”17 If “a maximum power” of the absolute maximum is united with the contracted 
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maximum and they preserve their own natures, this contracted maximum is “both God and 
also all things” because of the hypostatic union of Christ.18 The hypostatic union “would be 
greater than all intelligible unions,” and in this union, the contracted maximum exists only in 
the absolute maximum.19 This maximum is “both creator and creature without confusion and 
without composition.”20

According to Nicholas, when one sees creatures in the universe, the lower nature and the 
higher nature are united in “the middle nature.” The middle nature “can suitably be elevated to 
the maximum by the power of the maximum and infinite God.” This nature “enfolds all natures 
within itself, as the highest of the lower nature and the lowest of the higher.”21 Therefore, if this 
middle nature ascends to the union with maximumness, in this middle nature “all natures and 
the whole universe” will attain “to the highest gradation.”22 The middle nature is the human 
nature in the universe. If the human nature “is elevated to a union with maximumness,” this 
nature “would be the fullness of all the perfections of both the universe and of individual things” 
and “in humanity all things would reach the highest gradation.”23

However, humanity exists in this or that particular thing in an individualized way. Thus, “it 
would not be possible for more than one true human being to be able to ascend to union with 
maximumness.”24 This true human being “would be a human in such a way as to be God and 
God in such a way as to be a human.” Thus, this human “would be the perfection of the uni-
verse, holding primacy in everything.”25 Furthermore, in this individual human, the least nature, 
the greatest nature, and the middle nature of creatures coincide with the nature which is united 
to the absolute maximum. Thus, this human is “the perfection of all things” and all contracted 
beings “come to rest in this individual human “as in their own perfection.”26

Nicholas held that “God is in all things in such a way that all are in God” and so “without any 
change to God and in the equality of being all things, God exists in unity with the maximum 
humanity of Jesus, for the maximum human can exist only maximally in God.”27 Therefore, the 
Father and the Holy Spirit “exist in Jesus, who is the equality of being all things, as they exist 
in the Son in the Divine, who is the middle person.”28 Moreover, Nicholas held that “all things 
exist in Jesus as in the Word, and every creature exists in this highest and most perfect humanity, 
which universally enfolds all creatable things, so that all fullness dwell in him.”29

Nicholas held that “the maximum human being, Jesus, could not have in himself a person 
existing separately from the divinity for he is the maximum.”30 Thus, in the communication of 
properties, “the human things coincide with the divine” and the humanity of Jesus “cannot have 
separate personal existence; rather, because of their supreme union, his humanity is inseparable 
from his divinity, as if his humanity were put on and assumed by his divinity.”31

2. Structure of Dharmākara Bodhisattva in Shin Buddhism

2.1 The Salvific Vow of Dharmākara Bodhisattva and His 
Enlightenment in the Larger Sutra on Amitāyus32

In this chapter, I elucidate the internal structure of Dharmākara bodhisattva in Shin Buddhism. 
In the Larger Sutra on Amitāyus (The Sutra on the Buddha of Infinite Life), we can see the original 
story of Dharmākara bodhisattva, who took his vow to save all sentient beings, undertook 
bodhisattva practices, and attained his enlightenment. First, Dharmākara proclaimed the 48 
vows for saving all sentient beings in the true Pure Land. In the eighteenth vow, he said,

If, when I attain Buddhahood, sentient beings in the lands of the ten directions who 
sincerely and joyfully entrust themselves to me, desire to be born in my land, and call 
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my Name even ten times should not be born there, may I not attain perfect Enlighten-
ment. Excluded, however, are those who commit the five gravest offences and abuse 
the right Dharma (the eighteenth vow).33

After proclaiming the vows, Dharmākara dedicated himself to the bodhisattva practices for 
“inconceivable and innumerable kalpas.”34 He did not have “any thought of greed, hatred, or 
cruelty; nor did he allow any ideas of greed, hatred, or cruelty to arise.” He did not attach to 
“any form, sound, smell, taste, touch, or idea.” He was settled in his samādhi “without any 
impure thought, enmity, or stupidity.”35 He had the wisdom, which “was unobstructible.” His 
mind was “free of falsehood and deceitfulness.” He dedicated himself “solely to the pursuit of 
the pure Dharma, thereby benefitting a multitude of beings.”36

In the bodhisattva practices in his pure mind, he received the supreme enlightenment and 
“attained Buddhahood.” He became Amitābha Buddha and established his Pure Land. Now, 
he is “dwelling in a western Buddha-land called ‘Peace and Bliss.’ ”37 From the moment of his 
enlightenment, ten kalpas have already passed.38

2.2 Shinran’s View of Dharmākara: the Dharma Body as Suchness 
and the Dharma Body as Compassionate Means39

Shinran’s understanding of Dharmākara was based on the descriptions of the Larger Sutra on 
Amitāyus. Shinran recognized two kinds of dharma body (dharmakāya) of Buddha. First, there is 
the “dharma body as suchness” (hosshō-hosshin法性法身), which “has neither color nor form.” It 
is the ineffable and formless Tathāgata, and so “the mind cannot grasp it nor words describe it.”40

Second, there is “the dharma body as compassionate means” (hōben-hosshin方便法身), 
which is the self-manifestation of formless Tathāgata (“oneness”). The dharma body as such-
ness took form and manifested itself as “the dharma body as compassionate means.”41 In Shin-
ran’s view, “the dharma body as compassionate means” is Dharmākara bodhisattva, who is the 
Tathāgata in human form.42 Dharmākara established the vows for saving all sentient beings. 
After his long bodhisattva practices, he attained enlightenment as Amitābha Tathāgata, which is 
the fulfilled body of his vows.43

According to Shinran, Amitābha is the “Tathagata of fulfilled body” and this Tathāgata is also 
recognized as “Namu-fukashigikō-Butsu” (I take refuge in the Buddha of inconceivable light), 
which is the Name of Amitābha. “Namu-Amida-Butsu” (I take refuge in Amitābha Buddha) is also 
the Name of Amitābha. The Name is the “dharma-body as compassionate means.”44 This body 
“refers to manifesting form, revealing a name, and making itself known to sentient beings.”45

2.3 Shinran’s View of the Threefold Mind of Dharmākara46

Dharmākara dedicated himself to the bodhisattva practice in his true and pure mind. In Shin-
ran’s view, the true mind of Dharmākara has a threefold structure, which is manifested in the 
eighteenth vow of the Larger Sutra on Amitāyus. In The True Teaching, Practice, and Realization of 
the Pure Land Way, Shinran quoted Dharmākara’s vow from the sutra as follows.

If, when I attain Buddhahood, the sentient beings of the ten quarters, with sincere 
mind entrusting themselves, aspiring to be born in my land, and saying my Name per-
haps even ten times, should not be born there, may I not attain the supreme enlighten-
ment. Excluded are those who commit the five grave offences and those who slander 
the right dharma.47
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In the bodhisattva practices, Dharmākara attained the supreme enlightenment as Amitābha 
Buddha. Eventually, the eighteenth vow was fulfilled as follows.

All sentient beings, as they hear the Name, realize even one thought-moment of shin-
jin [faith] and joy, which is directed to them from Amida’s [Amitābha’s] sincere mind, 
and aspiring to be born in that land, they then attain birth and dwell in the stage of 
nonretrogression. Excluded are those who commit the five grave offences and those 
who slander the right dharma.48

When one hears the Name of Amitābha (Namu-Amida-Butsu) and recites the Name, one 
receives true faith from Amitābha Buddha. In this moment, one is settled in the present situa-
tion (“in the state of non-retrogression”) and is assured of attaining Nirvān․a in the Pure Land 
in the future.49

Thereafter, Shinran analyzed the content of Dharmākara’s threefold mind, which consists 
of the sincere mind, the entrusting mind, and the aspiration for birth in the Pure Land in the 
eighteenth vow.

First, Shinran held that the sincere mind of Dharmākara is the pure and true mind.

Thus, when the Tathagata, in profound compassion for the ocean of all sentient beings 
in pain and affliction, performed bodhisattva practices for inconceivable millions of 
measureless kalpas, there was not a moment, not an instant, when his practice in the 
three modes of action was not pure, or lacked this true mind. With this pure, true 
mind, the Tathagata brought to fulfillment the perfect, unhindered, inconceivable, 
indescribable and inexplicable supreme virtues.50

Moreover, Shinran says that “the Tathagata gives this sincere mind to all living things, an ocean 
of beings possessed of blind passions, karmic evils, and false wisdom.”51 The sincere mind “man-
ifests the true mind of benefiting others.” Thus, this mind “is completely untainted by the 
hindrance of doubt.” Furthermore, the sincere mind “takes as its essence the revered Name 
of supreme virtues.”52 This Name is the Name of the Tathāgata, “Namu-fukashigikō-Butsu” or 
“Namu-Amida-Butsu.”

When Shinran explained the activity of Dharmākara, he recognized the Tathāgata as the 
subjectivity of Dharmākara and always expressed that the Tathāgata performed bodhisattva prac-
tices. The reason is that Dharmākara is the Tathāgata (the dharma body as compassionate means) 
in the realm of form, or in other words the self-manifestation of the formless Tathāgata (the 
dharma body as suchness) in Shinran’s view.

Second, Shinran held that the “entrusting mind” is “the ocean of shinjin [faith], perfect and 
unhindered, that is the Tathagata’s consummately fulfilled great compassion.”53 In the entrusting 
mind, “there is no mixture of doubt.” Shinran affirmed that the essence of the entrusting mind 
is “the sincere mind of benefiting others and directing virtues.”54 He said that “when the Tatha-
gata was performing bodhisattva practices,” his actions were not tainted “by the hindrance of 
doubt.” The entrusting mind is “the Tathagata’s mind of great compassion.” Thus, “it necessarily 
becomes the truly decisive cause of attaining the fulfilled land.”55 In Shinran’s understanding of 
the faith, “the Tathagata, turning with compassion toward the ocean of living beings in pain and 
affliction,” gives pure faith to “the ocean of sentient beings.” This faith is called the “true and 
real shinjin [faith] that is [Amida (Amitābha)’s] benefiting others.”56

Shinran quoted the Nirvāna Sutra and said, “great love and great compassion are called 
Buddha-nature.” The reason is that “great love and great compassion always accompany the 
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bodhisattva, just as shadows accompany things.”57 All sentient beings will realize “great love 
and great compassion.” Thus, we can say that “all sentient beings are possessed of Buddha-
nature,” which is Tathāgata.58 He also quoted the same sutra and said, “great joy and great 
even-mindedness are called Buddha-nature.” All sentient beings will realize “great joy and great 
even-mindedness.” Thus, we can say that “all sentient beings are possessed of Buddha-nature,” 
which is Tathāgata.59 He also said that “Buddha-nature is great shinjin [faith].” The reason is that 
“through shinjin[faith] the bodhisattva-mahasattva has acquired all the paramitas from charity to 
wisdom.” All sentient beings will realize great faith. Thus, we can say that “all sentient beings 
are possessed of Buddha-nature,” which is Tathāgata.60

Moreover, Buddha nature is “the state of regarding each being as one’s only child.” The rea-
son is that “through the conditions of the state of regarding each being as one’s only child, the 
bodhisattva has realized the mind of equality concerning all sentient beings.” Thus, all sentient 
beings will attain “the state of regarding each being as one’s only child.” Thus, we can say that 
“all sentient beings are possessed of Buddha-nature,” which is Tathāgata.61

Third, Shinran affirmed that the aspiration for birth in the Pure Land means “the command 
of the Tathagata calling to and summoning the multitude of all beings.”62 He also held that “true 
and real entrusting is the essence of aspiration for birth.”63 He said that “when the Tathagata 
was performing bodhisattva practices out of pity for the ocean of all sentient beings in pain and 
affliction,” the Tathagata “took the mind of directing virtues as foremost, and thus realized the 
mind of great compassion.”64 Therefore, he “directs this other-benefiting, true and real mind 
of aspiration for birth to the ocean of all beings. Aspiration for birth is this mind of directing 
virtues.” This is “the mind of great compassion.” Thus, it is not tainted by “the hindrance of 
doubt.”65

Finally, Shinran asserted that the sincere mind, the entrusting mind, and the aspiration for 
birth in the Pure Land are different in their terms, but “their significance is the same.” The 
reason is that “these three minds are already completely untainted by the hindrance of doubt.”66 
Thus, they are the one single, true, and real mind. This single mind is called “the diamondlike 
true mind.” It is also called “true and real shinjin[faith].” True and real faith is always accompa-
nied by the Name (“Namu-fukashigikō-Butsu” or “Namu-Amida-Butsu”). However, the Name is 
not necessarily accompanied by faith, which is the power of Vow of Dharmākara.67

2.4 Soga Ryōjin’s View of Dharmākara

In this segment, I explore the view of Dharmākara by Soga Ryōjin (1875–1971). Soga was a 
modern Shin-Buddhist thinker, who developed a creative understanding of Dharmākara from 
the perspective of subjectivity. He recognized Dharmākara as our true subjectivity. Soga said, 
“The Tathāgata (i.e., Amida [Amitābha] Buddha) is myself,” “The Tathāgata becoming me saves 
me,” and “When the Tathāgata becomes me, it signals the birth of Dharmākara Bodhisattva.”68 
He also said, “Dharmākara certainly did not appear as one historical human being. He deigned 
to be born directly in the heart-mind of us human beings.”69

In Soga’s view, “the Tathāgata who is the eternal father” threw himself into “the ocean of 
sam․ sāra” and “has become intimately my true and ultimate subject [subjectivity], and thereby 
has awakened me from the dream of beginningless night of ignorance.”70 Soga also said, “On 
the surface, the Tathāgata has called me ‘Thou,’ but in his hidden depths he has deigned to con-
sider me directly as ‘I.’ ”71 The Tathāgata assumes the entire responsibility for me and says to me, 
“Your problem is my problem,” and “your sins are my sins.”72 Soga held that “the calling voice 
directed at all sentient beings of the ten directions” is arising “from the dark breast of suffering 
of each human being.”73
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How can we find Dharmākara in our mind? Soga found the relationship between the pres-
ence of Dharmākara and self-awareness in the personal salvation in Shin Buddhism. In Shinran’s 
view, it is decisive for us to attain “deep mind” for our salvation. “Deep mind” indicates “the 
deeply entrusting mind,” which has two aspects.74 The two aspects are as follows.

The first is to believe deeply and decidedly that you are in actuality a foolish being of 
karmic evil caught in birth-and-death, ever sinking and ever wandering in transmigra-
tion from innumerable kalpas in the past, with never a condition that would lead to 
emancipation. The second is to believe deeply and decidedly that Amida [Amitābha] 
Buddha’s Forty-eight Vows grasp sentient beings, and that allowing yourself to be 
carried by the power of the Vow without any doubt or apprehension, you will attain 
birth.75

In Soga’s view, when one recognizes oneself as “a foolish being of karmic evil caught in birth-
and-death, ever sinking and ever wandering in transmigration from innumerable kalpas in the 
past, with never a condition that would lead to emancipation,” one can recognize the individual 
presence of Dharmākara as one’s true self.76 Moreover, Soga held that one can find Dharmākara 
present in the entire universe. Mountain, river, and earth are the body of Dharmākara. 
Dharmākara is present in the world, taking responsibility of all sentient beings on himself.77

What is the relationship between the eternal formless Tathāgata and Dharmākara?
In Soga’s view, “as our Savior, Dharmākara is none other than the eternal Tathāgata.” How-

ever, “when in his experiment with entrusting he is turned toward the eternal Tathāgata, he 
is none other than the faith, which is the subject’s true self for us sentient beings.”78 Soga held 
that in the eighteenth vow, “the oath, ‘if there are sentient beings that are not born in my land, 
may I not attain the supreme enlightenment,’ presents Dharmākara bodhisattva directly in his 
capacity of father of eternal light.”79

Moreover, Soga also said that

the summons, ‘with sincere mind entrust yourselves, aspiring to be born in my land, 
and saying my name perhaps even ten times,’ directly shows him [Dharmākara] as 
coming into subject [subjectivity] of the sentient beings of the ten directions and 
experimenting with the stirring of the hearts of us children.80

In Soga’s view, Dharmākara is the eternal father who saves all sentient beings, but at the same 
time he is the son in our subjectivity with his sincere mind and entrusting mind. This is the 
relationship between the formless Tathāgata and Dharmākara.

2.5 The Union Between the Buddha nature and the Karmic Human 
Nature in Dharmākara

In Shin Buddhism, we can see the composite union between the Buddha nature and the karmic 
human nature in Dharmākara.81 The eternal Tathāgata (the dharma body as suchness) took a 
human form as Dharmākara (the dharma body as compassionate means) and assumed karmic 
human reality, in which all human beings live subject karma within the cycle of birth and death. 
Dharmākara took the 48 vows and dedicated himself to bodhisattva practices with the threefold 
Mind, namely, the sincere mind, the entrusting mind, and the aspiration for birth in the Pure 
Land. Finally, he attained enlightenment and became Amitābha Buddha, who opened the way 
of saving all sentient beings in the Pure Land.
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Shinran held that the Buddha nature of Dharmākara is Tathāgata, nirvān․a, nothingness, 
emancipation, indestructible, and incorruptible.82 He also held that Buddha nature is great love, 
great compassion, great joy, great even-mindedness, and great faith.83

When Shinran explained the bodhisattva activities of Dharmākara with the threefold mind, 
he always regarded the Tathāgata as the subjectivity of Dharmākara. Originally, Tathāgata is the 
infinite formless reality as the dharma body as suchness. When it took a human form, it became 
Dharmākara, which is the dharma body as compassionate means. This is the formed Tathāgata.

Furthermore, one can discover “the communication of properties” in the relationship 
between the Buddha nature and the karmic human nature in the Tathāgata, which is the sub-
jectivity of Dharmākara. The two natures are predicated of the Tathāgata. The natural proper-
ties of Buddha nature can be predicated of the man Dharmākara. For example, one can say, 
“Dharmākara attained the enlightenment as Amitābha Buddha.” In contrast, the natural proper-
ties of the karmic human nature can be predicated of the Tathāgata. For example, one can say, 
“the Tathāgata engaged himself in bodhisattva practices and suffered from saving all sentient 
beings.” 

3. Comparing the Structure of the Hypostatic Union of Christ and 
the Structure of Dharmākara Bodhisattva

3.1 Similarities Between the Structure of the Hypostatic Union of 
Christ and the Structure of Dharmākara Bodhisattva

In this segment, I explore similarities between the structures of Christ’s hypostatic union and of 
Dharmākara bodhisattva in Shin Buddhism.

First, the structure of the hypostatic union of Christ and the structure of Dharmākara 
bodhisattva are both characterized by a composite union of natures. The hypostatic union of 
Christ is the union of the divine nature and the human nature in the hypostasis of the Logos. 
Dharmākara consists of the union between the Buddha nature and the karmic human nature 
in the Tathāgata.

In the hypostatic union of Christ, “nature” comes from a Greek word, “physis.” In Christo-
logical context, physis means the sum total of properties or qualities of a being.84

Thus, the divine nature of Christ indicates the sum total of his divine properties. The human 
nature of Christ indicates the sum total of his human properties.

In Shin Buddhism, the Buddha nature comes from a Chinese word, “busshō (仏性).” 
“Busshō” has several meanings: (1) the essence of Buddha; (2) the possibility of becoming Bud-
dha; (3) the characteristics of Buddha’s enlightenment.85 Shinran recognized the Buddha nature 
as the essence of Buddha and the characteristics of Buddha’s enlightenment. He held that the 
Buddha nature of Dharmākara is Tathāgata, nirvān․a, nothingness, emancipation, indestructible, 
and incorruptible.86 In contrast, there is no term, “the karmic human nature” in Shin Buddhism.  
I made this word referring to Shinran’s view of human beings who are living in their blind pas-
sions and karmic evils.

Second, Christ and Dharmākara are each an individual concrete personal reality. Christ is the 
individual concrete person, consisting of the divine nature and the human nature united in the 
hypostasis. Dharmākara is the individual concrete reality with his threefold mind, consisting of 
the Buddha nature and the karmic human nature united in the Tathāgata.
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Third, Christ and Dharmākara have the similar structure of the communication of proper-
ties. In Jesus Christ, the natural properties of his human nature can be predicated of the hyposta-
sis of the Son (Logos). In contrast, the natural properties of his divine nature can be predicated 
of the man Jesu Christ. Likewise, in Dharmākara bodhisattva, the natural properties of Buddha 
nature can be predicated of the man Dharmākara. In contrast, the natural properties of his kar-
mic human nature can be predicated of the Tathāgata.

Fourth, the relationship between “the absolute maximum” and “the absolute and contracted 
maximum” in Nicholas of Cusa’s view of hypostatic union is similar to the relationship between 
“dharma body as suchness” and “the dharma body as compassionate means” in Shinran’s view 
of Dharmākara.

In Nicholas of Cusa’s theology, the absolute maximum is “the absolute one that is all things” 
and “all things are in the absolute maximum.” This is the infinite and formless reality. The abso-
lute and contracted maximum is the union of the absolute maximum and the contracted maxi-
mum, which comes from the contraction of the absolute maximum and embraces all beings 
in the universe. Thereafter, the absolute and contracted maximum is realized in the union of 
the divine nature and the human nature of Christ. Christ is the incarnated Son of God. He is 
the individual existence in the world with his personal body and also embraces all beings in his 
cosmic body. In Nicholas’s view, as the absolute and contracted maximum, Christ’s humanity 
embraces all beings in the universe in the union with his divinity, which is sustained by the 
single person of the Son.

In Shinran’s thought, the dharma body as suchness is the ineffable and formless Tathāgata. 
Thereafter, the dharma body as compassionate means is the self-manifestation of Tathāgata. In 
Shinran’s view, the dharma body as compassionate means is Dharmākara, which has human 
form. In Soga’s view, Dharmākara is individual reality as one’s subjectivity as well as cosmic 
reality, containing all sentient beings in the world.

3.2 Differences Between the Structure of the Hypostatic Union of 
Christ and the Structure of Dharmākara Bodhisattva

In this segment, I elucidate differences between the structures of the hypostatic union of Christ 
and of Dharmākara bodhisattva in Shin Buddhism.

First, there is a difference between the structures of how Christ and Dharmākara originated. 
In the origin of Jesus Christ, the Father begets the Son in the immanent Trinity. The Father 
sent the Son into the world. The Son took on humanity in the incarnation and was born in the 
world as a historical person, Jesus Christ. The Father himself did not take on humanity. Thus, 
the personal distinction of the hypostasis of the Father and the hypostasis of the Son sustains 
the structure of the origin of Jesus Christ. In contrast, in the origin of Dharmākara, the eternal 
Tathāgata itself took a human form and became Dharmākara. The subjectivity of Dharmākara 
is Tathāgata itself. In Soga’s view, Dharmākara is the eternal father for the salvation of sentient 
beings, but at the same time he is living as the son in one’s subjectivity, when one entrusts 
oneself to Tathāgata. Thus, there is no personal distinction between the eternal Tathāgata and 
Dharmākara because they are both Tathāgata.

Second, there is a difference in their ways of existing in the world. Christ is a historical 
person. However, in Soga’s view, Dharmākara is not a historical person but can be considered 
our subjectivity. Therefore, Jesus Christ is the only historical person who is the incarnate Son 
of God. Other creatures cannot be Christ. In contrast, in Soga’s view, Dharmākara is our own 
subjectivity and so each of us finds oneself as Dharmākara.87
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Conclusion

In summary, I have explicated similarities and differences between the structures of Christ’s 
hypostatic union and of Dharmākara bodhisattva in Shin Buddhism.

First, there are several similarities between the structure of the hypostatic union of Christ 
and the structure of Dharmākara bodhisattva. Both structures have a composite union of 
natures. The hypostatic union of Christ is the composite union between the divine nature and 
the human nature in the hypostasis of the Logos, which is his individual concrete existence. 
Dharmākara is also based on the composite union between the Buddha nature and the karmic 
human nature in the Tathāgata.

Christ and Dharmākara exist as individual reality, in which the two natures are united. Christ 
exists as the incarnate Logos, in which the two natures are united in the hypostasis of the Logos. 
Dharmākara exists as the individualized human-formed Tathāgata, in which the two natures are 
united in the Tathāgata.

The realities of Christ and Dharmākara can be conceptualized using the notion of the com-
munication of properties. In Jesus Christ, the natural properties of the human nature and the 
divine nature can be predicated of the hypostasis of the Son (Logos). Likewise, in Dharmākara 
bodhisattva, the natural properties of Buddha nature and the karmic human nature can be 
predicated of the Tathāgata.

The relationship between “the absolute maximum” and “the absolute and contracted maxi-
mum” in Nicholas of Cusa’s view of hypostatic union is similar to the relationship between 
“dharma body as suchness” and “the dharma body as compassionate means” in Shinran’s view of 
Dharmākara. The absolute maximum is the infinite and formless reality. The absolute and con-
tracted maximum is realized in the union of the divine nature and the human nature of Christ. 
His humanity contains all beings in the union with his divinity in the divine person of the Son. 
Likewise, in Shin Buddhism, the dharma body as suchness is the infinite formless Tathāgata. 
The dharma body as compassionate means is Dharmākara, which is the formed Tathāgata. It 
is the self-manifestation of the formless Tathāgata. In Soga’s view, one recognizes Dharmākara 
as individual reality, which is one’s subjectivity. One can also recognize Dharmākara as cosmic 
reality, which contains all sentient beings in the universe.

Second, there are several differences between the structure of the hypostatic union of Christ 
and the structure of Dharmākara bodhisattva. There is a difference between the structures of 
how Christ and Dharmākara originated.

In the immanent Trinity, the three hypostases, namely, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit 
exist in the single divine essence (or nature). The Father begets the Son, and the Son is begotten by 
the Father in the immanent Trinity. To save human beings, the Father sent the Son to the world. 
The Son took on humanity in the incarnation and had a human birth as Jesus Christ. The Father 
himself did not become incarnate as Christ. Thus, the personal distinction between the hypostasis 
of the Father and the hypostasis of the Son sustains the structure of the origin of Jesus Christ. In 
contrast, in Dharmākara, the eternal Tathāgata itself took on a human form to save all sentient beings 
and became Dharmākara. Thus, there is no personal distinction between the eternal Tathāgata and 
Dharmākara. The eternal Tathāgata and Dharmākara are the realization of Tathāgata itself.

There is also a difference in how they exist and live in the world. Christ is a historical person. 
He is the only incarnate Son of God. Other creatures cannot be Christ. In contrast, from the 
perspective of Soga, Dharmākara is not a historical person but lives as our subjectivity. Thus, 
everyone recognizes Dharmākara as true self.

These elements are similarities and differences between the structures of Christ’s hypostatic 
union and of Dharmākara bodhisattva in Shin Buddhism.



The Composite Union of Natures

425

Notes
 1 “The Chalcedon Definition of the Faith,” J. Stevenson eds., Creeds, Councils, and Controversies: Docu-

ments Illustrating the History of the Church, AD337–461, revised with Additional Documents by W.H C. 
Frend (London: SPCK, 1989), 352–353.

 2 Nicholas of Cusa, On Learned Ignorance, I, 2, in Nicholas of Cusa: Selected Spiritual Writings, trans. H. 
Lawrence Bond (New York: Paulist Press, 1997), 89.

 3 Ibid.
 4 Ibid.
 5 Ibid.
 6 Ibid.
 7 Ibid.
 8 Ibid.
 9 Ibid.
 10 Ibid., 90.
 11 Ibid.
 12 Ibid., I, 4, in Ibid., 91.
 13 Ibid.
 14 Ibid.
 15 Ibid., III, 2, in Ibid., 173.
 16 Ibid.
 17 Ibid., III, 2, in ibid., 174.
 18 Ibid.
 19 Ibid.
 20 Ibid.
 21 Ibid., III, 3, in Ibid., 175.
 22 Ibid., III, 3, in Ibid., 175–176.
 23 Ibid., III, 3, in Ibid., 176.
 24 Ibid.
 25 Ibid.
 26 Ibid.
 27 Ibid., III, 4, in Ibid., 179.
 28 Ibid.
 29 Ibid.
 30 Ibid., III, 7, in Ibid., 186.
 31 Ibid., III, 7, in Ibid., 186–187.
 32 For writing this segment, I referred to the following article. Yuichi Tsunoda, Personal and Cosmic Dimen-

sions of the Hypostatic Union in Jesus Christ: Dialogue Between Christology and Buddha Body Theory in Shin 
Buddhism, STD (Sacrae Theologiae Doctor) dissertation for Jesuit School of Theology at Santa Clara 
University, 2016, 123–128. https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/jst_dissertations/10 (accessed July 25, 2020).

 33 Hisao Inagaki, trans., The Larger Sutra on Amitayus (The Sutra on the Buddha of Infinite Life), in The 
Three Pure Land Sutras: BDK English Tripitaka 12-II, III, IV (Berkeley: Numata Center for Buddhist 
Translation and Research, 1995), 34.

 34 Ibid., 41.
 35 Ibid
 36 Ibid.
 37 Ibid., 42.
 38 Ibid., 43.
 39 For writing this segment, I referred to Tsunoda, Personal and Cosmic Dimensions of the Hypostatic Union 

in Jesus Christ: Dialogue Between Christology and Buddha Body Theory in Shin Buddhism, 130–131.
 40 Shinran, Notes on ‘Essentials of Faith Alone,’ trans. Dennis Hirota in vol. 1 of The Collected Works of 

Shinran (Kyoto: Jodo Shinshu Hongwanji-Ha, 1997), 461.
 41 Ibid.
 42 Ibid.
 43 Ibid.
 44 Shinran, Notes on Once-Calling and Many-Calling, trans. Dennis Hirota in vol. 1 of The Collected Works 

of Shinran (Kyoto: Jodo Shinshu Hongwanji-Ha, 1997), 486.

https://scholarcommons.scu.edu


Yuichi Tsunoda, SJ

426

 45 Ibid.
 46 For writing this segment, I  referred to the following article. Yuichi Tsunoda, Personal and Cosmic 

Dimensions of the Hypostatic Union in Jesus Christ: Dialogue Between Christology and Buddha Body Theory 
in Shin Buddhism, 143–153.

 47 Shinran, The True Teaching, Practice, and Realization of the Pure Land Way, trans. Dennis Hirota in vol. 1 
of The Collected Works of Shinran (Kyoto: Jodo Shinshu Hongwanji-Ha, 1997), 80.

 48 Ibid.
 49 Ibid., 153.
 50 Ibid., 95.
 51 Ibid.
 52 Ibid.
 53 Ibid., 97–98.
 54 Ibid., 98.
 55 Ibid.
 56 Ibid.
 57 Ibid., 99.
 58 Ibid.
 59 Ibid.
 60 Ibid.
 61 Ibid.
 62 Ibid., 103.
 63 Ibid.
 64 Ibid.
 65 Ibid., 103–104.
 66 Ibid., 107.
 67 Ibid.
 68 Soga Ryōjin, Chijō no kyūshu: hozōbosatsu shutsugen no igi地上の救主－法蔵菩薩出現の意義－(A 

Savior on Earth: The Meaning of Dharmākara Bodhisattva’ s Advent), in vol. 2 of Soga Ryōjin senshu 曽
我量深選集 (The Selected Works of Ryōjin Soga), ed. Soga Ryōjin senshū kankōkai (Tokyo: Yayoi 
shobō, 1970), 408. English translation comes from Soga Ryōjin, A Savior on Earth: The Meaning of 
Dharmākara Bodhisattva’ s Advent, in Cultivating Spirituality: A Modern Shin Buddhist Anthology, ed. 
Mark L. Blum and Robert F. Rhodes (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2011), 107. 
For writing this paragraph, I  referred to the following article. Yuichi Tsunoda, Personal and Cosmic 
Dimensions of the Hypostatic Union in Jesus Christ: Dialogue Between Christology and Buddha Body Theory 
in Shin Buddhism, 132–133.

 69 Ibid., 412. English translation is in Ibid., 111.
 70 Ibid., 417. English translation is in Ibid., 115.
 71 Ibid.
 72 Ibid., 417. English translation is mine.
 73 Ibid., 412. English translation comes from Soga Ryōjin, A  Savior on Earth: The Meaning of 

Dharmākara Bodhisattva’ s Advent, in Cultivating Spirituality: A Modern Shin Buddhist Anthology, 111.
 74 Shinran, Gutoku’s Notes, trans. Dennis Hirota in vol. 1 of The Collected Works of Shinran, 604.
 75 Ibid.
 76 Soga Ryōjin, Tannishō Chōki,歎異抄聴記 (Notes on Tannishō), in vol. 6 of Soga Ryōjin senshu 曽我量

深選集 (The Selected Works of Ryōjin Soga), ed. Soga Ryōjin senshū kankōkai (Tokyo: Yayoi shobō, 
1971), 161. English translation is mine.

 77 Ibid., 162. English translation is mine.
 78 Soga Ryōjin, Chijō no kyūshu: hozōbosatsu shutsugen no igi地上の救主－法蔵菩薩出現の意義－(A 

Savior on Earth: The Meaning of Dharmākara Bodhisattva’ s Advent), 415. English translation comes from 
Soga, Ryōjin, A Savior on Earth: The Meaning of Dharmākara Bodhisattva’s Advent, Cultivating Spirituality: 
A Modern Shin Buddhist Anthology, ed. Mark L. Blum and Robert F. Rhodes, 114.

 79 Ibid.
 80 Ibid.
 81 Cf. Yuichi Tsunoda, Personal and Cosmic Dimensions of the Hypostatic Union in Jesus Christ: Dialogue 

Between Christology and Buddha Body Theory in Shin Buddhism, 178–180, 202–203.
 82 Shinran, The True Teaching, Practice, and Realization of the Pure Land Way, trans. Dennis Hirota in vol. 1 

of The Collected Works of Shinran, 181.



The Composite Union of Natures

427

 83 Ibid., 99.
 84 Aubrey R. Vine, An Approach to Christology: An Interpretation and Development of some Elements in the 

Metaphysic and Christology of Nestorius as a Way of Approach to an Orthodox Christology Compatible with 
Modern Thought (London: Independent Press, 1948), 65.

 85 Kaneko Daiei “Busshō,” in Shinran, Shinran chosaku zenshū: zen親鸞著作全集：全 (The Complete 
Works of Shinran), ed. Kaneko Daiei (Kyoto: Hōzōkan, 1964), 75.

 86 Shinran, The True Teaching, Practice, and Realization of the Pure Land Way, trans. Dennis Hirota in vol. 1 
of The Collected Works of Shinran, 181.

 87 Cf. Yuichi Tsunoda, Personal and Cosmic Dimensions of the Hypostatic Union in Jesus Christ: Dialogue 
Between Christology and Buddha Body Theory in Shin Buddhism, 178–180, 203–204.

Bibliography

1. Christology sources
Nicholas of Cusa. On Learned Ignorance. In Nicholas of Cusa: Selected Spiritual Writings. Translated by H. 

Lawrence Bond. New York: Paulist Press, 1997.
Stevenson, J. eds. Creeds, Councils, and Controversies: Documents Illustrating the History of the Church, AD337–

461. Revised with Additional Documents by W. H. C. Frend. London: SPCK, 1989.
Vine, Aubrey R. An Approach to Christology: An Interpretation and Development of some Elements in the Meta-

physic and Christology of Nestorius as a Way of Approach to an Orthodox Christology Compatible with Modern 
Thought. London: Independent Press, 1948.

2. Text of Shin Buddhism
Blum, Mark L. and Robert F. Rhodes eds. Cultivating Spirituality: A  Modern Shin Buddhist Anthology. 

Albany: State University of New York Press, 2011.
Shinran. Shinran chosaku zenshū: zen親鸞著作全集：全 (The Complete Works of Shinran). Edited by 

Kaneko Daiei. Kyoto: Hōzōkan, 1964.
Shinran. The Collected Works of Shinran. 2 vols. Translated by Dennis Hirota, Hisao Inagaki, Michio Toku-

naga, and Ryūshin Uryuzu with Introductions, Glossaries, and Reading Aids. Kyoto: Jodo Shinshū 
Hongwanji-Ha, 1997.

Soga, Ryōjin. Soga Ryōjin senshū 曽我量深選集 (The Selected Works of Soga Ryōjin). 12 vols. Edited by 
Soga Ryōjin senshū kankōkai. Tokyo: Yayoi shobō, 1970–1972.

3. Articles
Tsunoda, Yuichi. Personal and Cosmic Dimensions of the Hypostatic Union in Jesus Christ: Dialogue Between 

Christology and Buddha Body Theory in Shin Buddhism. STD (Sacrae Theologiae Doctor) dissertation, 
Jesuit School of Theology at Santa Clara University, 2016. https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/jst_dis-
sertations/10 (accessed April 8, 2020).

https://scholarcommons.scu.edu
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu


428 DOI: 10.4324/9781003043225-41

Shin Buddhism and Dialogue

From the time of first contact between Japanese Buddhists and Christian missionaries in the 
sixteenth century, Shin Buddhism has been viewed in the West as displaying remarkably close 
doctrinal similarities with strains of Christian tradition. Nevertheless, Shin Buddhist-Christian 
dialogue has not been as productive or vigorously pursued as once anticipated, particularly in 
the final decades of the twentieth century. While working on English translations of the works 
of Shinran (1173–1263) during that period, Yoshifumi Ueda, the general editor of the project 
and a respected scholar of Indian Mahayana thought, and I shared the hope that critical read-
ings from abroad would prompt fresh responses and new developments in the understanding of 
Shinran’s Buddhist path within Japan. This did not happen.

There are undoubtedly a variety of reasons such dialogue has not occurred, but I suggest 
here that a primary one involves the difficulty of identifying an appropriate framework in which 
to locate both Shin Buddhist and Christian traditions. Ueda maintained that points of contrast 
with Christianity would be far more illuminating of Shin Buddhism than the commonly per-
ceived parallelisms. Rather than simple difference, however, this has more precisely to do with 
the limitations of the usual paradigm of doctrinal comparisons.1 A nebulous rift surrounding 
doctrinal correspondences was sensed early by Jesuit missionaries. Luis Frois (1532–97) notes 
with some frustration:

[A]nybody who did not know about the basic principles on which their religions are 
founded, might often well think that both we and they [i.e., Japanese Buddhist priests] 
are preaching the same thing. . . . [I]f you accepted their terms and propositions at face 
value without further discussion, you would think that they are talking about the one, 
supreme, true God, Saviour of the world. But in their reasoning and conclusions, all 
this is a delusion.

(Cooper 1965: 373–374)

Dialogue, then, requires probing behind the “terms and propositions” to the presuppositions 
underpinning the conceptual life in the two traditions. Such conversation would highlight 
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characteristic aspects of Shinran’s Buddhist path taken for granted in Japan and challenge Shin 
Buddhists to fashion innovative approaches and to articulate a cogent self-awareness, rather than 
assume a merely traditional, dogmatic grasp of teachings.

In the long, though interrupted, history of contact between Christians and Shin Buddhists 
in Japan, occasions have been recorded when visceral, perhaps “lived,” differences in the think-
ing of adherents of the two traditions have indeed emerged, though they did not open the way 
to conversation. For example, the American Protestant M.L. Gordon (1844–1900), an experi-
enced missionary leader fluent in Japanese, noted “the difficulty of bringing the Buddhist to an 
adequate conception of God.” Further:

If we were to ask the priest who preaches this [Pure Land Buddhist] doctrine of “Sal-
vation by faith in the power of another,” whether Amida really exists or not, he would 
perhaps after some squirming admit that either view of the case is perfectly admissible.

(Gordon 1883: 97)

Such scenes of priestly discomfort may well continue to play out today. Just as Pure Land Bud-
dhists, “after some squirming,” are apparently reconciled to not attributing existence to Amida 
Buddha, so they aspire to birth into Amida’s Buddha-field, the Pure Land, without need to 
assert its physical reality. This attitude is not necessarily without underpinning in Mahayana 
Buddhist thought.2 Nevertheless, Gordon comments sharply:

[Pure Land Buddhist priests] do not believe the Western Paradise has an objective 
existence, but they encourage thousands to live and die with that as the chief object of 
their hopes. They threaten the wicked with . . . innumerable hells, but believe all the 
while that the human heart is the only hell.

(Gordon 1883: 96)

We see here the assumption of a polarity of either objective existence or subjective imag-
ining. Gordon dismisses Pure Land Buddhist engagement based on commonplace Western 
ontological presuppositions. Thus, the sense of dissonance he expresses occurs at a level that 
transcends the merely conceptual or doctrinal. It reflects a disparate mode of apprehending 
what is true and real and the nature of the human as self and subject. On this level, constructive 
conversation appears impossible.

Shinran’s Contribution to Pure Land Buddhist Tradition

The core of Shinran’s contribution to Pure Land Buddhist tradition and to the history of Bud-
dhist thought lies in his thoroughgoing problematization of the self-engaged with the Buddhist 
path—the subject that enacts Buddhist praxis. In accord with Buddhist insights, he is critical 
of commonsense, perhaps “natural,” notions of subjective life as rooted in a substantial ego-self 
that stands both apart from and at the center of an objective world of stable things. Within Pure 
Land Buddhist tradition, this insight takes the form of critiques of “self-power” attachment 
to one’s own capacities for attaining awakening. Shinran, however, radicalizes traditional Pure 
Land thinking, deepening its awareness of the delusional clinging to a reified self and pursuing 
the underlying dilemma of whether any self-generated, intentional human act can be self-puri-
fying, or can effectively advance one out of ignorance and toward enlightenment. The question 
arises of what it is for a person innately possessed of egocentric drives and emotions to engage 
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the Buddhist path in earnest, and how it is possible. If not the afflicted self, what is it, Shinran 
asks, that enables the genuine encounter with the teachings and the fulfillment of practice that 
unfolds in perfect awakening?

Shinran explores these issues by probing the nature of shinjin (信心, lit. “entrustment-mind-
edness” or “entrustment-awareness”), a common term in East Asian Buddhist texts frequently 
translated “faith” and explained as serene confidence in the teachings. In Pure Land writings, it 
signifies the entrusting of oneself to the Vow of Amida Buddha in aspiration for birth into the 
Pure Land, the field of the Buddha’s enlightenment. In the Buddhist tradition before Shinran, 
the Pure Land scriptures had been understood to teach that beings must cultivate within them-
selves such unwavering trust with which to perform nembutsu (saying the Name of Amida). 
Shinran transforms the concept of shinjin, stripping from it all connotations of creedal assent, 
resolute commitment, or any supposition of the efficacious functioning of an autonomous 
self. Reinterpreting the Chinese translations of the Sutra of Immeasurable Life, which sets forth 
Amida’s Vow, he teaches that genuine shinjin is itself the enlightened wisdom-compassion of the 
Buddha, not a self-engendered subjective attitude, and that as the Buddha-mind, it is imparted 
to beings through the working of the Buddha.3 In his writings, he provides a model of shinjin 
that undermines common notions of faith as belief or reliance, which presuppose a dichotomy 
of self as subject and reified images or doctrinal tenets as its objects.

The fundamental questions underlying Shinran’s focus on shinjin concern the way it is actu-
alized in a person’s life and the character of human existence in which it has arisen. In place 
of subject–object bifurcation, Shinran introduces an underlying nondualism at the heart of 
engagement with the Pure Land path, one that, in line with Mahayana Buddhist thinking, does 
not negate or eradicate difference. The “faith” that earlier Buddhist tradition had regarded as a 
prerequisite attitude—a necessary point of entrance for pursuing learning and praxis—becomes, 
in Shinran, the emergence of the path’s fulfillment in the practitioner’s existence. Shinran’s 
chosen term to “attain” or “realize shinjin” (shinjin gyakutoku, shinjin o u) signifies not primarily 
a person’s reverence for the Buddha or adherence to teachings, but the disclosure of the dimen-
sion of the true and real pervading one’s experience of the ordinary world (Shinran frequently 
uses an expression from the Contemplation Sutra: “being grasped [by Amida’s light of wisdom-
compassion], never to be abandoned”). It is a mode of living in which the former self and world 
have been transformed, so that a freshly perceived world of meaning has arisen in which one 
conducts one’s everyday life.

Shinran in Conversation With Heidegger’s Paul

A path for Shin Buddhist-Christian conversation that illumines Shinran’s Pure Land path—one 
that moves beyond abstract doctrinal comparisons or a stance of “commonsense” ontological 
presuppositions—may be found in yet other strains of thinking that emerge out of Christian 
hermeneutical and theological traditions. The examination of the life-experience of the first 
Christians by Martin Heidegger in his early lecture course “Introduction to the Phenomenol-
ogy of Religion” (1920–1, in Heidegger 2004: 1–111) offers an example. Prominent aspects of 
his analysis call to mind analogues in Shinran’s portrayal of religious encounter and engagement 
as well as striking differences. The points of convergence not only bring into view sometimes 
unobtrusive features of Shinran’s Pure Land path, but further suggest possibilities of sharper 
focus and apposite contemporary articulation. Differences suggest fundamentally distinct para-
digms for deliberating fulfilled human existence together with others in the world.

By the time of his course, Heidegger had already abandoned what he called the “system 
of Catholicism.” Nevertheless, he turned to the letters of Paul, chiefly Galatians and 1 and 2 
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Thessalonians, as documents on which to develop a phenomenological method for investigating 
the elemental levels of life as human. For Heidegger, the everyday reality encountered by Paul’s 
Christian converts as made evident through a phenomenological reading of the apostle’s earliest 
letters to them offers a case study for examining the essential elements of human “lived experi-
ence.” Thus, he seeks to probe human existence in its pre-theoretical immediacy by exploring 
the “factical life-experience” or “facticity” of what he calls “primal Christianity” (Urchristentum).

Heidegger’s reading of Paul helps us delineate the often inadequately considered issue of 
the nature of religious engagement in Shinran and that which underlies his own endeavor to 
communicate it. Heidegger states in his lectures that he does “not intend to give a dogmatic 
or theological-exegetical interpretation, nor a historical study or a religious meditation, but 
only guidance for phenomenological understanding” (Heidegger 2004: 47). Shinran likewise 
attempts to thwart any appropriation of the teachings within the ordinary horizons of self-will 
and instrumental reasoning, thereby enabling a direct apperception of religious existence. Thus, 
Heidegger’s exploration of Paul’s struggle to impart both his critique of social and cultural com-
placency, on the one hand, and genuine engagement with the proclamation, on the other, reso-
nates with Shinran’s mode of transmitting the living core of Hōnen’s Pure Land Buddhist path.

Viewing Shinran’s account of the Pure Land path in the light of Heidegger enables us to see 
Shinran’s radical elucidation of religious life not simply as a chapter in Buddhist or Pure Land 
exegetical history, to be read as a systematization of tenets, but as an effort to awaken a concrete 
awareness of the Pure Land path. As Nishitani Keiji comments regarding the manner of read-
ing of a passage from Tannishō, “It is above all important that the attitude taken be one of an 
existential grasp, rooted in one’s own self existing here and now, for this was precisely the atti-
tude of Shinran himself as expressed in these words” (Nishitani 1978: 13). Similarly, Heidegger 
comments regarding Paul’s letters: “The allegedly dogmatic doctrinal content of the letter to 
the Romans is, also, only understandable out of the enactment in which Paul stands” (Heidegger 
2004: 79–80, emphasis added). In this attitude, we find a basic motive force in the two thinkers 
that underpins a number of other shared themes in their thinking and allows for Shin Buddhist-
Christian conversation.

Above all, the investigations of religious life in both Shinran and Heidegger stand on an 
intersection of two underlying dispositions. One is the recognition of human awareness as both 
inextricably shaped by a radical embeddedness—historical, social, cultural, and linguistic—and 
fundamentally characterized by discriminative thought. Our grasp of ourselves and our world is 
thus radically conditioned by our situatedness and further inherently inclined toward egocentric 
distortion, drawing us toward attachment to what is falsely conceived as stable and substantial, 
including the self.

Both Shinran and Heidegger grasp the core problem of human awareness as the ingrained, 
commonsense assumption that human knowledge and judgments about the world are based 
on the dualism of a transcendent ego-subject and objects in the world. Thus, they both assert 
a need to step back from the communally shared securities and aims of everyday life and to 
awaken to what is true and real without the ability either to grasp it conceptually or to over-
come a discriminative perception of things.

Second, the two thinkers discern at the heart of religious existence a transformation of 
ordinary, conventional awareness, which Shinran regards as a form of ignorance and Hei-
degger, as plagued by a cultural “forgetfulness of being.” Negatively, this implies a disman-
tling of all adherence to a merely conceptual grasp of religious symbols and tenets or to the 
authority of tradition. Affirmatively, this approach animates the effort to bore through the 
theoretical language of dogma down to the prior historical, lived “facticity” in which doc-
trines have their roots.
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The merging of these two basic tendencies of thought generates deep correspondences in 
the two thinkers. It leads both to seek to dismantle what each found to be commonly presup-
posed attitudes in interpreting scriptural texts and concepts. Further, it raises for both thinkers 
the question of the nature of engagement with the true and real and how such awareness can 
emerge from within the context of inherently bounded, conditioned experience.

The Contours of Religious Life:  
Pure Land Buddhist and Early Christian

The following loosely traces some points of resonance—in theme, direction of thought, 
metaphorical or structural motif—between Shinran’s thought and Heidegger’s analysis of 
early Christian life-experience as expressed in Paul’s letters. I  illustrate them largely with 
quotations from Heidegger, although roughly parallel quotations might easily be drawn from 
Shinran.

Enactment

Shinran employs the conventions of learned Buddhist discourse, and in the Shin scholastic 
tradition, his writings are treated as systematic expositions of doctrine. Nevertheless, his works 
are characterized less by logical argument than by the juxtaposition of quoted texts and the 
repeated plumbing of terms and individual words of scriptural passages, sometimes without 
regard to their original context or the strictures of normal syntax, in order to disclose their 
fundamental significance—their emergence from and disclosure of the true and real. According 
to Heidegger, similar tendencies in exposition are also in evidence in Paul:

It is noticeable how little Paul alleges theoretically or dogmatically.  .  .  . The situation is 
not of the sort of theoretical proof. The dogma as detached content of doctrine in 
an objective, epistemological emphasis could never have been guiding for Christian 
religiosity.

(emphasis in original; Heidegger 2004: 79)

What is primary is not doctrinal rationalization or conceptual consistency, but rather life expe-
rience, accessible in texts through reading in the manner of “enactment.” Heidegger gives an 
example of his method, contrasting it to conventional perspectives:

If we present this object-historically, Paul appears as a missionary who talks as a usual 
wandering preacher, without attracting too much attention. Now we no longer 
observe the object-historical complex, but rather see the situation such that we write 
the letter along with Paul. We perform the letter-writing, or its dictation, with him.

(Heidegger 2004: 61)

Understanding a text by enacting means, for Heidegger, to stand in the “factical life experience” 
of interrelationships from which it arose and in which it gains meaning.

Shinran’s writings display a similar performative reading of traditional texts, attentive to 
subtleties and the implications offered by polysemy, etymological meanings, and shifts in tense, 
syntax, or grammatical subject. This leads to interpretations of scriptural texts that at times 
depart radically from and even contradict the accepted literal or doctrinal meanings. Such her-
meneutical practices are conspicuous in the writings of both Shinran and Heidegger.
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Summons to Wakefulness

For both Shinran and Heidegger, human subjectivity is constrained by its discriminative, reify-
ing grasp of things and the inexorable situatedness of human existence. At the same time, it 
is characterized by the presumption of a transcendent standpoint from which to ascertain the 
world. Breaking through the presuppositions that shape our ordinary lives in society therefore 
requires impetus from beyond the horizons of our usual consciousness. It cannot be accom-
plished through effort from within the bounds of our conditionedness. In Being and Time, 
Heidegger speaks of our having been “thrown” into the world; Shinran develops a notion of 
“karmic evil” extending from unknowable past lifetimes.

A call or summons is necessary for a new apprehension:

Paul says: “Become my descendants!” . . . Entering into such complex of enactment 
is almost hopeless. The Christian is conscious that this facticity cannot be won out 
of his own strength, but rather originates from God – the phenomenon of the effects 
of grace. . . . The enactment exceeds human strength. It is unthinkable out of one’s 
own strength.

(Heidegger 2004: 87)

Late in life, Heidegger declares to a Thai Buddhist monk regarding the nature of religion: 
“I  consider only one thing to be decisive: to follow the words of the founder. That alone 
– neither systems nor doctrines and dogmas are important. Religion means following after” 
(Heidegger 196:).4 “Following after” (Nachfolge) here suggests Jesus’s command to his apostles.

Shinran makes a strikingly similar profession in personal terms:

I have no idea whether I am bound for the Pure Land or for hell. The late Master 
Hōnen said, “Just come wherever I may be.” Having received these words, I shall go 
to the place where the late master has gone, even if it be hell.5

Heidegger helps us see that these words, and Shinran’s teaching in general, express not a sim-
ple, “blind” faith especially suited to medieval peasants, as Shin Buddhism has sometimes been 
viewed in the West, but rather an encounter with a dimension of reality that emerges to aware-
ness from beyond conceptual grasp.

Givenness

The fundamental issue at the heart of Shinran’s theological thinking is the resolution of any 
bifurcation of shinjin and nembutsu in engagement with the Pure Land path. Hōnen taught that 
the virtuous praxis necessary for attainment of the realm of Amida’s enlightenment has already 
been prepared for and made accessible to all beings by the Buddha as the simple utterance of the 
Name. Thus, saying the Name with trust in the Vow constitutes fulfillment of the path. This 
led, however, to debate among followers over the practical question of which was the decisive 
element: faith or practice, wholehearted trust in the compassion of the Vow or resolute recita-
tion of the Name.

For Shinran, the fundamental question underlying this debate is not, What is required of a 
person in order to accord with the Vow?, but rather, How do the virtues of the Buddha’s attain-
ment come to hold the significance of one’s own practice, and what does it mean for one’s life? 
How does Amida’s aspiration for the liberation of all beings actualize itself in the individual 
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practitioner? Shinran’s answer, articulated in terms of a distinctive interpretation of the sutra texts 
related to the Eighteenth Vow, centers on the working of Amida’s Vow to impart (ekō) enlight-
ened wisdom-compassion to the practitioner as shinjin. It is not that the person says the nembutsu 
as the requisite praxis indicated in the Vow; rather, the saying of the nembutsu is awakened wis-
dom-compassion emerging in and transforming the practitioner’s existence. Thus, Shinran states, 
“How joyous I am, my heart and mind being rooted in the Buddha-ground of the universal Vow, 
and my thoughts and feelings flowing within the dharma-ocean” (Shinran 1997: I, 291, 303). At 
the same time, the “wisdom of shinjin” enables the self-awareness that he expresses: “How griev-
ous it is that I, Gutoku Shinran, am sinking in an immense ocean of desires and attachments and 
am lost in vast mountains of fame and advantage” (Shinran 1997: I, 125).

An analogical notion of such givenness is delineated in Heidegger’s examination of Paul’s 
converts, for example, in his focus on the sentence: “And you became imitators of us and of 
the Lord, for you received the word in much affliction, with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit” (1 
Thessalonians 1: 6). Heidegger comments:

The [“acceptance of the word (proclamation)”] brought despair with it, which also 
continues; yet, at the same time, a “joy” that comes from the Holy Spirit is alive – a 
joy which is a gift, thus not motivated from out of one’s own experience. This all 
belongs to the character of the genesthai (having-become). The “word of God” (logos 
theou) is at the same time a subjective and objective genitive. The having-become is 
understood such that with the acceptance, the one who accepts treads upon an effec-
tive connection with God.

(Heidegger 2004: 66)

The word of God enters the Christians’ lives through Paul and effects a “transformation of life,” 
their “having-become.” All this is given in that it comes from without and is alien to what the 
person has known. Moreover, it is not that ordinary life is abandoned, but rather that it comes to 
be characterized by a doubleness. Affectively, it is the concurrence of anguish and a transcendent 
joy. In terms of religious awareness, it is the simultaneity of the dichotomous and the nondis-
criminative, so that “the ‘word of God’ is at the same time a subjective and objective genitive.”

Similarly for Shinran, the Name of Amida is both the Buddha’s call to beings and beings’ 
response manifesting the Buddha’s presence in them (Shinran 1997: I, 38, 504–505); “of” here 
also is both subjective and objective. These motifs surrounding givenness in Shinran and Hei-
degger help us see that Shinran’s highly innovative reading of scriptural texts central to the Pure 
Land tradition is not capricious or arbitrary but discloses elements of religious life that find 
closely parallel expression in other religious traditions.

One Thought-Moment

Heidegger states of the call and the transformative encounter:

Christian factical life experience is historically determined by its emergence with the 
proclamation that hits the people in a moment, and then is unceasingly also alive in 
the enactment of life.

(Heidegger 2004: 83)

Because entry into the field of realization is not achieved through any deliberation or intentional 
act of the person and therefore is not the result of a progressive, continuous movement along 
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a continuum stemming from our ordinary life, it is said to occur abruptly, as a transformative 
interruption of ordinary awareness. It can only be depicted as already having arisen in entirety.

Likewise, Shinran speaks of realization of shinjin as occurring in “one thought-moment,” 
emphasizing the “ultimate brevity of the instant of the realization of shinjin (shingyō)” (Shinran 
1997: 110–111). It is “the instant in which the true cause of one’s birth in the fulfilled land 
becomes definitely settled through one’s hearing the power of the Vow” Shinran 1997: 38). 
Further, the time of realizing shinjin is not merely momentary, an instant removed from the 
ordinary passage of time, but involves the generation of a new, continuous temporality that 
emerges inseparably from that moment and each consecutive moment.

Self-Power and Other Power as Contrasting Modes of Existence

Because a disruption of accustomed thinking lies between ordinary and awakened existence, 
communication of religious existence takes the form of admonition against false engagement, 
the assimilation of proclamation or call within the horizons of conventional life in the everyday 
world.

According to Heidegger, Paul “opposes two modes of factical life” (Heidegger 2004: 77). He 
sees, because of his mode of transmission, “two types of people under the pressure of his calling 
as the proclaimer” (Heidegger 2004: 80):

His procedure of proof is nowhere a purely theoretical complex of reasons, but is 
rather always an original complex of becoming of the kind that, in the end, is also 
merely shown in a proof. What reigns here is the opposition of basic comportments 
of practical life: sōzomenoi [those being saved] and apollymenoi [those perishing], which 
does not mean “the rejected ones,” but rather “to be in the state of becoming rejected,” 
etc. The participium praesentis instead of participium perfecti emphasizes the enactment 
that is still in process.

(Heidegger 2004: 80)

Shinran states, in a similar context: “there are two kinds of people who seek birth in the Pure 
Land: those of Other Power and those of self-power”; those of the true and real path and those 
of the provisional, accommodated teachings intended to guide the obdurate to wakefulness to 
the true. Those enacting the true path—who have realized shinjin—continue to live lives bur-
dened with karmic evil in the present, and simultaneously stand in the decisive settledness of 
their birth in the Pure Land. To those pursuing provisional paths, Shinran admonishes: “If in 
this lifetime still you are entangled in a net of doubt, then unavoidably you must pass once more 
in the stream of birth-and-death through myriads of kalpas” (Shinran 1997: I, 4).

Transformation Without Alteration

For both Shinran and Heidegger, human existence is thoroughly conditioned and situated his-
torically and culturally, and for this reason, the radical change one is led to in religious engage-
ment may be inconspicuous. Heidegger states:

For all its originality, primordial Christian facticity gains no exceptionality, absolutely 
no special quality at all. In all its absoluteness of reorganizing the enactment, every-
thing remains the same in respect to the worldly facticity.

(Heidegger 2004: 83)
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Christian life is not straightforward, but is rather broken up: all surrounding-world 
relations must pass through the complex of enactment of having-become, so that this 
complex is then co-present, but the relations themselves, and that to which they refer, 
are in no way touched.

(Heidegger 2004: 86)

“Put schematically: something remains unchanged, and yet it is radically changed” (85). Shinran 
formulated a similar broad structure of religious existence:

“To be made to become so” means that without the practitioner’s calculating in any 
way whatsoever, all that practitioner’s past, present, and future evil karma is trans-
formed into the highest good. “To be transformed” means that evil karma, without 
being nullified or eradicated, is made into the highest good.

(Shinran 1997: I, 453)

The transformation that takes place comes to pervade ordinary awareness as a negativity or 
negative discernment regarding human conceptualization and calculative thinking. Heidegger 
turns to a passage from Corinthians:

I mean, brothers and sisters, the appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even 
those who have wives be as though they had none, and those who mourn as though 
they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and 
those who buy as though they had no possessions, and those who deal with the world as 
though they had no dealings with it. For the present form of this world is passing away.

(1 Cor. 7: 29–31)

Heidegger focuses on the expression hos me (as though . . . not), which characterizes continuing 
life in the world as a form of Christian religiosity.

Although in an opposing register, Shinran also speaks of religious existence as an opening 
forth of a doubled structure of awareness incorporating a pervasive negativity. In Shinran’s case, 
the negativity is not worldly delimitation and immanent annihilation, but rather ungraspable, 
inconceivable dharma-nature transfusing all beings and things. In relation to the practitioner’s 
life, this negativity makes manifest the blindness of self-attachment in conventional life, the 
illumination of which is itself the dynamic of the true and real:

Through the compassionate working of unhindered light,
We are brought to attain shinjin of vast, majestic virtues;
Then unfailingly the ice of our afflicting passions melts,
Turning instantly into waters of enlightenment.

Our detrimental acts of evil become the substance of Amida’s virtues.
These come to be like ice and water;
Just as much ice means an abundance of water,
Our impediments being great, so the virtues are great.

(cf. Shinran 1997: I, 371)

Our acts of evil—that we have committed, are committing, will commit—continue to condi-
tion and animate our lives with others, but now emerge illumined by the wisdom of shinjin. 
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They are not expunged or annulled, but rather an awareness other than the ego-self works to 
temper and disarm the vehemence of our passions and the insistence of our pride. Our attach-
ments persist as though they were emptied of intensity.

Defusing Calculative Thinking

Tannishō 2 records a meeting between the elderly Shinran and followers who have made the 
arduous trek to Kyoto from the Kanto region solely seeking confirmation of his teaching of the 
path. Shinran, however, declines to address their doctrinal questions or offer reassurance: “For 
myself, beyond receiving and entrusting myself to the words spoken by a good person [Hōnen], 
‘Just say the nembutsu and be saved by Amida,’ nothing whatsoever is involved.” He goes on to 
speak of “how I, a foolish person, entrust myself ” to the Vow, concluding bluntly: “Beyond this, 
whether you take up the nembutsu or whether you abandon it is for each of you to determine” 
(Shinran 1997: I, 662).

Heidegger notes in Paul a similar response to queries of the Thessalonians:

When will the Parousia take place? . . . Paul does not answer the question in worldly 
reasoning. He maintains a total distance from a cognitive treatment, but does not also, 
in that, claim that it is unknowable. Paul enacts the answer in juxtaposing two ways of 
life. . . . What is decisive is how I comport myself to it in actual life.

(Heidegger 2004: 69–70)

Heidegger is referring here to the central theme of 1 Thessalonians. The Christian converts 
of the city of Thessalonica have become concerned that some among them have died before 
Christ’s return. They ask Paul what will become of their fellows and precisely when the Parousia 
will occur.

Heidegger takes special note of Paul’s strategy in responding to the second question.

[Y]ou yourselves know well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. 
When people say, “There is peace and security,” then sudden destruction will come 
upon them as travail comes upon a woman with child, and there will be no escape. But 
you are not in darkness, brethren, for that day to surprise you like a thief, for you are 
all sons of light and sons of day; we are not of the night or of darkness.

(1 Thessalonians 5: 2–5)

Heidegger observes:

[Paul] does not say, “at this or that time the Lord will come again”; he also does 
not say, “I do not know when he will come again” – rather, he says: “You know 
exactly. . . .” This knowledge must be of one’s own, for Paul refers the Thessalonians 
back to themselves and to the knowledge that they have as those who have become.

(Heidegger 2004: 72)

Shinran answers his interlocutors unequivocally, “I know not at all whether the nembutsu 
is truly the seed for my being born in the Pure Land or whether it is the karmic act for 
which I must fall into hell” (Shinran 1997: I, 662). “Knowing” in this context—the knowing 
that Shinran’s disciples seek and that Shinran disavows—means presupposing in oneself some 
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purchase on what is true and real that enables proper judgment and appropriate action for 
incorporating it into one’s life. Normally, we assume ourselves to be that rightly adjudicating 
subjectivity and agency. Shinran’s “not knowing” is his personal denial of this assumption, and 
it entails knowing in another mode, such that: “The nembutsu alone is true and real,” and “If 
Amida’s vow is true and real, . . . my words cannot be empty.” It is knowing as having realized 
shinjin, where shinjin is not an aspect of one’s own subjectivity or a grasp of doctrine, but itself 
the arising of a transformed world in which one carries on one’s life. As Shinran states, “The 
heart of the person of shinjin already and always resides in the Pure Land” (Shinran 1997: I, 528).

Heidegger takes up a similar nexus of knowing and having entered a mode of religious life, 
noting Paul’s frequent use of expressions for “having-become” and for “knowing.” He com-
ments: “The thorough pursuit of the repetition of the same word seems external; but one must 
view this, in an enactment-historical understanding, as an ever-repeatedly surfacing tendency, 
as a motif ” (Heidegger 2004: 65). In other words, the expression arises from within and mani-
fests the condition of religious life. Heidegger notes regarding Paul’s converts that “they have 
a knowledge of their having-become,” that is, they are self-aware of their conversion by Paul. 
Further: “This knowledge is entirely different from any other knowledge and memory. It arises 
only out of the situational context of Christian life experience” (Heidegger 2004: 65).

We see in these statements that Heidegger’s analysis of Paul reveals a mode of communica-
tion similar to what we have seen in Shinran. It is not theoretical exposition conducted in our 
ordinary manner of conceptual explanation, but a speaking out of the condition of “having-
become” in a way that effects change of the hearer. Thus, Heidegger states that the early 
Christians’ “having-become is also Paul’s having-become,” for their conversion turns on Paul’s 
“entrance into their life.”

Eschatology as Temporality

The doubled structure of “as though . . . not” manifests itself also in temporal terms. As Hei-
degger states: “Christian religiosity lives temporality” (Heidegger 2004: 83).

[The appointed time has grown short]. There remains only yet a little time, the Chris-
tian living incessantly in the only-yet, which intensifies his distress. The compressed 
temporality is constitutive for Christian religiosity: an “only-yet,” there is no time for 
postponement. The Christians should be such that those who have a wife, should have 
her in such a way, that they do not have her, etc.

(Heidegger 2004: 85)

Ordinary thinking in carrying on daily life is not simply negated but pervaded by negativity 
and transformed:

The meaning of temporality determines itself out of the fundamental relationship to 
God – however, in such a way that only those who live temporality in the manner of 
enactment understand eternity.

(Heidegger 2004: 83–84)

Eschatology is extracted from the framework of the objective, mechanical progression of time in 
the world and becomes religious temporality, binding the past and the future within the present 
moment, from which they unfold. As Heidegger states: “From this complex of enactment with 
God arises something like temporality to begin with” (Heidegger 2004: 81). Here, Heidegger’s 
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thinking also illumines the necessity and centrality of the nexus of Shinran’s conception of shin-
jin and the treatment of temporality in his thought.

For Shinran, birth in the Pure Land—to borrow Heidegger’s words—is “not the anticipation 
of a special event that is futurally situated in temporality” (Heidegger 2004: 81). As we have 
seen, Shinran emphasizes that the realization of shinjin occurs in “one thought-moment,” but 
he notes both “the ultimate brevity and expansion of the length of time in which one attains the 
mind and practice [i.e., shinjin and nembutsu] that result in birth in the Pure Land” (Passages on 
the Pure Land Way, emphasis added; Shinran 1997: I, 298). Shinran’s phenomenological rather 
than doctrinal focus leads him to displace the point of “attainment” of the transcendent other 
world of awakening from the moment of death to the living present, even as one carries on 
ordinary life. On the one hand, for the practitioner of shinjin, attainment is settled, so that heart 
and mind “already and always reside in the Pure Land”: “there is no need for the deathbed rites 
that prepare one for Amida’s coming” (Shinran 1997: I, 523). On the other hand, one’s past of 
ignorance and blind passions—and one’s present and future also—are disclosed by “unhindered 
light” and thus dissolved like ice into the water of awakening ever more fully.

Tracing the Holistic Disposition of Shinran’s Thought

Juxtaposing Shinran with Heidegger’s reading of Paul highlights a constellation of shared ele-
ments, not only aiding us in discerning corresponding themes in each thinker, but more impor-
tantly, suggesting a broad coherence in the underlying trajectories of thought that unify each 
thinker’s concerns and methods of interpretation and transmission. Shinran’s stance in disclosing 
the various facets of religious existence in the Pure Land Buddhist path may be characterized 
as “holistic.” It holds together, in dynamic interaction or interfusion, elements commonly con-
ceived in dualistic mode: self and other, sentient being and Buddha, this world of conditioned 
existence and the unconditioned, shinjin and nembutsu. This dynamic middle ground is the 
locus of the Vow, the Name, and of existence itself.

Shinran declares the shinjin awakened in practitioners to be itself the Buddha-mind of wis-
dom-compassion, engendered through the Vow’s working. Precisely in the light of “the wis-
dom of shinjin,” the self of ordinary, ongoing life emerges with stark particularity: “Our desires 
are countless, and anger, wrath, jealousy, and envy are overwhelming, arising without pause; to 
the very last moment of life they do not cease, or disappear, or exhaust themselves” (Shinran 
1997: I, 488).

There are, of course, prominent themes in Heidegger’s early lectures that diverge markedly 
from Shinran’s Buddhism—such as the emphasis on personal eschatological “anguish” in Paul 
that develops into the elements of anxiety, decisionism, and individualistic authenticity of the 
anthropology of Being and Time. It may be noted, however, that these themes gradually subside 
in Heidegger’s later thinking, and there we find that deeper consonance and shared motifs of 
thought and expression become increasingly conspicuous in the later works of both think-
ers. This is true of Shinran’s emphasis on jinen (naturalness, “being brought to become so”), 
“no self-working as true working,” and temporality, and Heidegger’s explorations of dwelling, 
releasement, non-willing, language, and the relationality of the fourfold.6

Perhaps the most significant divergence between Heidegger’s phenomenological reading of 
Paul and Shinran lies in the latter’s sustained perception of life as engaged with others. For 
Shinran, insight into the finitude of one’s own existence in terms of the ignorance of falsely 
discriminative thinking can arise only through being “grasped” by inconceivable reality in the 
realization of shinjin. Shinjin, like the Name, becomes the locus both of encounter with and of 
nondifference from wisdom-compassion. It thus, somewhat paradoxically, enables a profoundly 
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moral vision rooted in self-awareness of one’s conditionedness and reflection on the partial-
ity and distortions of one’s own judgments. It is a vision that gives birth to heedfulness of the 
well-being of others—to “gentleheartedness and forbearance” (Shinran 1997: 676)—and also 
openness to the accumulated wisdom of others’ lives. Shinran’s path leads not to an other world, 
but ever more fully to our diverse, shared world, so that “When persons attain enlightenment 
[on birth in the Pure Land], with great love and great compassion immediately reaching their 
fullness in them, they return to the ocean of birth-and-death to work toward the liberation of 
all sentient beings” (Shinran 1997: I, 454).

Notes
 1 Regarding similarities between Shin Buddhist and Protestant Christian doctrines, see my comments on 

Karl Barth (Hirota 2000: 35–38, 2003). Barth’s fundamental exclusivism indicates a critical limitation 
of this approach to dialogue.

 2 Cf. Tanluan:

Since all things are “born” from causal conditions, they are actually unborn; that is, they are non-
existent, like empty space. The “birth” [in the Pure Land] to which bodhisattva Vasubandhu aspires 
refers to being born through causal conditions. Hence it is provisionally termed “birth.” This does 
not mean that there are real beings or that being born and dying is real, as ordinary people imag-
ine. . . . The provisionally-called “person” of this defiled world and the provisionally-called “per-
son” born in the Pure Land cannot be definitely called the same or definitely called different. . . . If 
they were one and the same, then there would be no causality; if they were different, there would 
be no continuity.

(Quoted in Shinran 1997: I, 28)

 3 Shinran states, “our attainment of shinjin arises from the [enlightened] heart and mind with which 
Amida Tathagata selected the Vow” (Shinran 1997: I, 77); further, “[Amida] Tathagata gives (ese, 
“directs and imparts”) his sincere mind to all living things, an ocean of beings possessed of blind pas-
sions, karmic evil, and false wisdom” (Shinran 1997: I, 95).

 4 In autumn of 1963, Heidegger consented to be interviewed by a Thai Buddhist monk. The circum-
stances are related by Heinrich Petzet, who also made a record of the conversation. At one point, when 
the discussion turns to the relative importance of what the monk calls [Heidegger’s] “new system of 
thinking” and religion, Heidegger asks what the monk understands religion to be. The monk answers 
that it is “the teaching of the founders” (Petzet 1993: 176–177, 179).

 5 In Shūjishō, a record composed by Shinran’s great-grandson Kakunyo (覚如, 1270–1351), in Shinshū 
shōgyō zensho (Kyoto: Ōyagi Kōbundō, 1941) Vol. III, 38.

 6 I have touched on several of these topics elsewhere. See, for example, D. Hirota, “The Awareness of 
the Natural World in Shinjin: Shinran’s Concept of Jinen,” Buddhist-Christian Studies 31, 2011: 189–
200; “Shinran and Heidegger on Dwelling: Reading Shinran as a Phenomenology of Shinjin,” Con-
temporary Buddhism: An Interdisciplinary Journal, October 2014. https://www.academia.edu/9416441/
Three_interrelated_articles_available_online.
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Christian theologians and Buddhist philosophers alike typically present the various teachings of 
their respective traditions as a unity cohering with a central principle or principles. “Systematic 
theology,” writes Kathryn Tanner, “offers a vision of the whole, a sense of how to bring all the 
elements of Christian involvement into unity around an organizing center or centers” (Tanner 
2001: xiii). For Tanner, the organizing center of Christian systematic theology is none other 
than the figure of Jesus Christ, who “provides a clue to the pattern or structure that organizes 
the whole even while God’s ways remain ultimately beyond our grasp” (2010: viii; cf. 2001: 1). 
In Theravåda Buddhism, at least according to the opinion of Nyanatiloka Thera, an analogous 
structuring role is played by the doctrine of selflessness. With this doctrine, Nyanatiloka writes, 
“the entire structure of the Buddhist teaching either stands or falls” (Nyanatiloka 2004: 16). 
Whoever does not comprehend “that there is no separate ego-entity within or without this 
process [of continual arising and passing away],” he adds, “will not be able to understand Bud-
dhism” (Ibid.).

This understanding of a tradition as a body of teachings organized around a central doctrine 
or principle is obviously helpful for the individual Christian or Buddhist as he or she seeks to 
discern, in the course of the decisions comprising everyday life, what Christianity or Buddhism 
is all about (Tanner 2001: xiii). For the scholar, however, this systematic picture of Christianity 
or Buddhism needs to be clarified, developed, and refined to explain the dynamics of doctri-
nal innovation and development. First of all, the organizing center of Christian or Buddhist 
thought should not be understood as a kind of axiom from which every other Christian or 
Buddhist teaching is logically derived (see Tanner 2001: xiv–xv; Schmithausen 1991: 59). At 
the center of each tradition of thought is not a monolithic concept in which other teachings 
inhere but rather a central tension around which various other teachings loosely coalesce. That 
central tension, furthermore, is mitigated by one or more auxiliary concepts that allow the 
various teachings of the tradition to hold together in a rather fragile ensemble. At key junctures 
in a tradition’s history, this arrangement can be subject to stresses that can have the effect of 
invalidating those auxiliary concepts. The dissolution of the protective belt of mitigating con-
cepts allows the central tension to be experienced in its full force. Eventually, that tension will 
again be contained as the system settles at a new point of equilibrium. The new resolution will 
invariably have systemic effects, possibly requiring a thoroughgoing rethinking of every major 
doctrinal issue. In what follows, I would like to describe two pivotal moments in the history 

36
CREATIVE TENSIONS IN 

BUDDHIST AND CHRISTIAN 
DOCTRINE

Hugh Nicholson

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003043225-42


Creative Tensions

443

of Christian and Buddhist doctrine, respectively, that exemplify this basic model. The first is 
the revolution in Christian doctrine triggered by the so-called Arian Controversy in the fourth 
century. The second is the revolution in Buddhist teaching brought about by the core Mahåyåna 
insight into the nonduality of saµsåra and nirvaˆa.

Reconciling Christ’s Divinity With Monotheism

Christians seem to have worshipped Christ from fairly early on (Wilken 1980: 111–112; Hur-
tado 2003: 7 and passim; Hengel 1986: 1–2, 1983: 39–40). In his famous correspondence with 
the emperor Trajan at the beginning of the second century, the Roman magistrate Pliny the 
Younger reported, on the basis of confessions exacted from Christians brought before him, that 
Christians regularly assembled at dawn to recite hymns directed “to Christ as a god” (Ferguson 
1987: 475). As noted by a keen, if unsympathetic, outside observer like the pagan writer Celsus 
(c. 180), this practice stands in considerable tension with the principle of monotheism. Chris-
tians, Celsus observes disparagingly, “worship to an extravagant degree this man who appeared 
recently, and yet think it is not inconsistent with monotheism if they also worship His servant” 
(Chadwick 1965: 460). As if in defiance of this tension, one witnesses throughout the forma-
tive period of Christian doctrine a kind of ratcheting tendency at work whereby each succes-
sive generation seemingly tries to outdo the one before in exalting the status of Christ. The 
Gospel of John represents a kind of textual window through which we can see this tendency 
of “Christological one-upsmanship” at work (Brown 1979: 84). The Fourth Gospel’s textual 
strata preserve evidence of a development from an understanding of Jesus as the Messiah foretold 
by Israel’s prophets to the man sent from heaven as the very embodiment of God’s message. 
New Testament Christology reaches its apogee with the Logos theology announced in John’s 
famous prologue and developed by the Greek Apologists—Justin, Athenagoras, Taitian, and 
Theophilus—in the second century. As evinced by Justin’s unfelicitous reference to the Logos 
as a “second god” (deuteros theos), the principal challenge facing this theological trajectory was 
reconciling the Logos doctrine with monotheism. A predictable backlash against Logos theol-
ogy came in the form of the monarchian movement in the Western church, most notably in 
the modalist theology of Noetus of Smyrna and Sabellius. Mindful of the monarchian critique, 
Hippolytus and Tertullian, two figures who carried the trajectory of Logos theology into the 
third century, emphasized, more clearly than had the Apologists, the underlying unity of God 
and the inseparability between the Logos and its divine source.1

Arguably the third century’s most thorough and systematic reconciliation of the Logos doc-
trine with the principle of divine unity, however, comes in the work of Origen (c. 185–c. 251). 
Origen’s brilliant theological system appropriates the Middle-Platonic concept of a graded hier-
archy of being to express the distinctiveness of each of the divine persons or hypostases. At the 
same time, however, it appropriates the Middle-Platonic concept of emanation to express the 
inseparability of the divine hypostases. As Lewis Ayres notes, Origen’s insistence that the Son is 
eternally and continuously generated from the Father renders the former “intrinsic to the being 
of God” (Ayres 2004: 23). To that extent, then, the concept of eternal generation safeguards 
Origen’s doctrine of three divine hypostases from the danger of tritheism.

By the end of the third century, a basically Neo-Platonic, Origenist conception of the Trin-
ity represented a compelling and influential solution to the perennial problem of reconciling 
the divinity of Christ with monotheism. This is not to say that Origen’s theological system was 
universally accepted. Far from it. Even those theologians who adopted Origen’s basic frame-
work did not adopt his system in toto (Bienert 1978: 8; Williams 2002: 149; Ayres 2004: 21). 
Nevertheless, the Origenist conception of the Son as a divine hypostasis generated by the Father 
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formed the basis of a dominant theological trajectory in the Eastern Church at the dawn of the 
fourth century. That the principal antagonists of original Arian controversy, namely, Alexander 
of Alexandria and Arius himself, both shared an Origenist orientation testifies both to the cur-
rency and, as we shall see, the fragility of the Origenist solution to the problem of reconciling 
Christ’s divinity and monotheism.

The Arian Controversy

The Arian controversy begins sometime toward the end of the second decade of the fourth 
century with a dispute between Arius, a popular preacher in Libya with what we may infer 
was a sizable following, and Alexander, his bishop, over the generation of the Son. In what 
was at root a dispute over the locus of authority in a soon-to-be established Church (Williams 
2002: 46, 83–90), Alexander seized upon an element in Arius teaching that probably would not 
have been especially problematic before the fourth century, namely, the ontological (but not 
temporal) priority of the Father over the Son. For Alexander, Arius’s insistence on the Father’s 
priority effectively placed Christ on the side of creation and, to that extent, was tantamount 
to a denial of Christ’s divinity. Arius and his followers, Alexander writes, “deny the divinity of 
our Savior, and proclaim him equal to all. . . . [F]rom the beginning they turn away from the 
expressions of his divinity and from words of his indescribable glory with the Father” (Opitz, 
U.14, 20.7–8; Rusch 1980: 33–34). Arius, for his part, rather naively regarded the claim for 
which he was censured, namely, that “the Son has a beginning, but God is without beginning,” 
as an utterly unproblematic entailment of the doctrine of the Son as begotten from God (Opitz, 
Ur.1, 3.4; Rusch 1980: 30). More than that, to deny that the Son has a beginning, Arius argued, 
is tantamount to admitting two unbegotten causes—that is, ditheism (Opitz, Ur. 6, 13.10–12; 
Rusch 1980: 32). Here we see that Arius’s and Alexander’s dispute over the generation of the 
Son exposed a fundamental tension at the heart of Origen’s doctrine of the eternal generation 
of the Son from the Father: one eliminates subordination from the relation between Father and 
Son only at the price of flirting with ditheism. The Origenist solution to the problem of rec-
onciling Christ’s divinity with monotheism had held up because some degree of subordination 
was basically taken for granted by previous generations of Christian theologians.2 Alexander’s 
opportunistic critique of Arius on this score had the effect of problematizing subordination in 
a way that it hadn’t been before. And once even the highly qualified subordinationism implicit 
in the idea of the Father’s pretemporal priority over the Son was problematized, there was no 
going back. Although Alexander could not have foreseen it, preoccupied as he was with the 
immediate problem of neutralizing the ecclesiastical cum doctrinal threat represented by Arius, 
his condemnation of Arius’s subordination of the Son to the Father would have the effect of 
shattering the Origenist synthesis, setting in motion a cascade of theological problems that 
would necessitate a thoroughgoing paradigm shift in Christian doctrine.

The Council of Nicaea, convened by the emperor Constantine in 325 to resolve an ecclesi-
astical dispute that was threatening the unity of his recently consolidated empire, had the effect 
of resolving the issue in only the most immediate and superficial sense by exiling Arius and a 
handful of supporters and condemning what was taken to be the defining tenet of his teaching, 
namely, that the Son has a beginning. The creed itself, however, did little to resolve the funda-
mental theological issue. There is reason to suspect that precisely the provision that was designed 
to render the document unpalatable to Arius’s supporters, namely, the insertion of the fateful 
term homoousios (“of the same substance”), a highly dubious concept with Gnostic associations, 
also rendered the creed unserviceable for the majority of its signatories, many of whom felt pres-
sured into signing the creed by the emperor (Galvão-Sobrinho 2013: 79; Simonetti 1975: 102).  
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They rightly saw this concept, despite its deliberate ambiguity, as inimical to the Origenist three- 
hypostases theology that many—perhaps most—of them continued to hold (Simonetti 1975: 82).  
After all, the Creed anathematizes those “who allege that the Son of God is from another 
hypostasis or ousia” (Ayres 2004: 19).3

One could perhaps argue that Nicaea, in its effort to condemn Arius’s subordination of the 
Son, bent the stick too far in the opposite direction. As Michel René Barnes remarks, the origi-
nal Nicene creed, with its anathema against those who regard the Son as a distinct hypostasis, 
had undeniable modalist associations (Barnes 1998: 49–50).4 After the condemnation of Arius, 
Constantine believed that the greatest threat to the unity of the Church was the ascendency of the 
group of militantly anti-Arian bishops that had had the upper hand in the council, a group that 
included Marcellus of Ancyra, Eustatius of Antioch, and Athanasius (Simonetti 1975: 101–102).  
The main front in the controversies of the period from 325 to 340 or so, a period that Sara 
Parvis (2006) aptly calls the “lost years of the Arian controversy,” was between this group and 
a larger group of “moderate Origenists” exemplified by the famous Church historian Eusebius 
of Caesarea. The latter group defended the three hypostases doctrine as an expression of the 
principle of real distinction in God against the view of the former group—explicit in Marcellus 
and Eustatius and at best ambiguous in Athanasius (see Lienhard 1993: 148)—that there is only 
one ousia or hypostasis (these terms being synonymous at this point) in God.

A Theological Paradigm Shift

The three great Cappadocian theologians—Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Basil’s 
younger brother, Gregory of Nyssa—are credited with overcoming the impasse between the 
champions of the Nicene doctrine of consubstantiality and the proponents of the doctrine of 
three divine hypostases. Basil and the two Gregories came out of a theological trajectory that 
was quite distinct from that of Athanasius—they were originally associated with the “of like 
substance” (homoiousion) doctrine propounded by Basil’s one time associate and namesake, Basil 
of Ancyra (Kelly 1960: 264). Their starting point was the doctrine of the three hypostases rather 
than the unity of divine substance (Kelly 1960: 264). Nevertheless, they went on to develop 
the theology of three hypostases in the context of a commitment to Nicaea and the doctrine of 
consubstantiality. In forging a hitherto unknown distinction between hypostasis and ousia—the 
former now denoting what was triadic in God and the latter what was a unity in God—they 
laid the groundwork for the familiar three persons-one substance formulation of the Trinity that 
has come to define Christian orthodoxy.5 When qualified by an affirmation of the doctrine of 
three divine hypostases, the Nicene doctrine of consubstantiality sheds its long-standing Sabel-
lian associations (Barnes 1998: 62).

Theological orthodoxy regards the Trinitarian doctrine enshrined the Nicene-Constantino-
politan Creed as the explication of the doctrine of God implicit in the New Testament. There’s 
some truth in this view to the extent that a tendency to exalt Christ, what George Lindbeck 
calls the principle of “Christological maximalism,” runs through the first four centuries of 
Christianity as a constant (Lindbeck 1974: 14). From a strictly historical standpoint, however, 
the Nicene doctrine of the Trinity represents a theological paradigm shift. One indication that 
a break has occurred is the considerable effort that Athanasius devotes to countering an Arian 
interpretation of Proverbs 8:22 (“The Lord created me at the beginning of his work, the first 
of his acts of old”). Athanasius’s effort to argue that this text doesn’t say what it plainly seems to 
state—namely, that Christ (assumed by Christian exegetes to be the subject of this verse) was 
the first-born of creation—takes up the better part of the Second Book of his Orations Against 
the Arians.
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The history of liturgical prayer provides more direct evidence of this shift. Before the fourth 
century, prayers were offered to the Father “through” (dia) the Son and “in” (en) the Spirit (  Jun-
gmann 1965: 170–171). Origen in the third century explicitly argues against the appropriate-
ness of directing prayers to Christ (Kelly 1960: 132). Rather we should pray “only to the God 
and Father of the universe, to Whom our Saviour Himself prayed” (cited in Kelly 1960: 132). 
By the end of the fourth century, however, we see liturgical prayers being offered directly to the 
Son, in self-conscious opposition to “Arianism” (  Jungmann 1965: 164 and passim).

The absolute, “all or nothing” concept of divinity that resulted from the pro-Nicene repu-
diation of “Arian” subordinationism not only heightened the perennial tension between mono-
theism and Christian worship. It also thrust into the foreground the question of the divine 
status of the elusive Holy Spirit, an issue that becomes an integral part of Trinitarian speculation 
in the second half of the fourth century. More intractable, however, was the problem that the 
concept of absolute divinity posed for Christology. Christian theologians had long been faced 
with the challenge of reconciling the characteristically human expressions of Jesus—for exam-
ple, his cry of dereliction from the cross (Mk. 15: 34) or his anguished prayer in Gethsemene 
(Mk. 14: 32–36 and parallels), to say nothing of more routine expressions of hunger, thirst, 
and ignorance—with the belief in his divinity. However, in the context of the universal belief 
in the impassability of God, the doctrine of consubstantiality brought the tension between the 
humanity and divinity of Christ to a head. Pro-Nicene theologians like Athanasius found it 
difficult to affirm the humanity of Jesus without splitting scriptural statements into those that 
speak of Christ with reference to his divinity and those that speak of him with reference to his 
humanity (Kelly 1960: 286; Ayres 2004: 113–114; Vaggione 2000: 109–110). It was only with 
great difficulty that the Church was eventually able to reconcile the doctrine of two natures in 
Christ with the conviction that the savior speaks with one voice. Like someone trying to seat 
a bicycle tire on one side of the rim only to have it unseat on the other end, the Trinitarian 
controversies of the fourth century gave rise to the Christological controversies of the fifth. Or 
as Richard Hanson put it,

[t]he theologians who contributed to form the doctrine of the Trinity were carrying 
out, whether they knew it or not, a kind of theological revolution, and one that left to 
the next century the task of squaring this new understanding of God with a belief in 
the incarnation, a task which they were not very well equipped to perform.

(Hanson 1988: 875)

The Tension Between Selflessness and Karma in Early Buddhism

As every student of Buddhism knows, the Buddha presented his teaching as the “Middle Path” 
between the extremes of worldly self-indulgence and extreme self-denial, the first correspond-
ing to his pre-conversion life as a spoiled prince, the second to his overzealous pursuit of ascetic 
athleticism shortly after the “Great Departure” from his father’s palace. Buddhist philosophy 
transposes the idea of the Middle Path onto the doctrinal plane with its repudiation of the 
extremes of eternalism (ßåßvatavåda) on the one side and annihilationism (ucchedavåda) on the 
other. Both heretical views undermine, each in its own characteristic way, the central Buddhist 
principle of consequential voluntary action or karma: eternalism by making identification with 
an inactive soul or åtman the key to liberation, annihilationism by denying rebirth and therewith 
the principle of karmic retribution.

For Buddhism, the key to salvation, understood as liberation from the round of birth, death, 
and rebirth (saµsåra), is the elimination of desire and attachment. And this achievement comes 
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with the realization that all things are impermanent, unsatisfactory, and “not self ” (in Pali, anicca, 
dukkha, and anatta, respectively). The recognition of these “three characteristics,” the last one in 
particular, has the effect of emptying phenomena of the value that would render them objects 
of desire and attachment. The paradigm of this ascetical program is the redescription of the 
personality in terms of devalued, impersonal states, a teaching set forth in the “Discourse on 
Things having the Characteristic of Not-self ” (Anattalakkhaˆa Sutta), traditionally the Buddha’s 
second sermon (Collins 1982: 97).

As many scholars have noted, the declaration that each of the constituents of the personal-
ity (the five skandhas) is not-self falls short of an explicit denial of the existence of a self (e.g., 
Bronkhorst 2009: 24–25; Thomas 1959: 99; Regamey 1957: 53; Oetke 1988: 155–156 and 
passim). The first explicit statement of the classic no-self doctrine is found in an extra-canonical 
text, The Questions of King Milinda (The Milindapañha) (Frauwallner 1969: 65). King Milinda, 
at the outset an adversarial skeptic of the Buddhist teachings put forth by his soon-to-be tutor, 
Någasena, calls attention to the tension between the doctrine of selflessness and karma theory. 
If there is no self, the king reasons, “there is neither doer nor causer of good or evil deeds; there 
is neither fruit nor result of good or evil karma” (Rhys Davids 1963: 41; Trenckner 1997: 25, 
ll. 25–27). Since karma theory forms the underlying presupposition of Buddhist soteriology 
and ethics, the no-self doctrine undermines the latter when it negates the former. Several of 
the images for which this text is justly famous serve to disabuse the king of this concern. Chief 
among them is the image of the lamp that burns continuously throughout the night, this despite 
the fact that the flame that burns in the first watch of the night is not the same as the flame that 
burns in the second (or third) watch (Rhys Davids 1963: 64). Någasena’s lamp illustrates the 
idea of a causal series, an idea which the Abhidharma literature develops in the doctrine of the 
12 links of Dependent Origination. The concept of a causal series explains how there can be a 
round of rebirth without a transmigrating soul or self (Collins 1982: 108).

Generations of readers have been captivated by the images Någasena employs to reconcile 
karma theory and the anåtman doctrine. However appealing these images may be for those 
predisposed to embrace Buddhist teaching, they are not enough to immunize the Buddhist 
karma theory against philosophical criticism. In a characteristically direct and provocative line 
of critique, Paul Griffiths argues that the Buddhist tradition, in accommodating the no-self 
doctrine, is forced to attenuate the idea of an identity across lives to the point that it can no 
longer perform what is arguably its most important function, namely, to motivate social behav-
ior (1982: 283–285, 1984: 484). Griffiths concludes that the Buddhist tradition, Någasena’s 
striking analogies aside, has not succeeded in convincingly reconciling the karma theory with 
the no-self doctrine (1984b: 485). Even if Milinda himself was taken in by Någasena’s rhetoric, 
his original objection still stands.

Ultimately, one’s judgment as to the whether the tradition has succeeded in reconciling the 
two teachings hinges on one’s interpretation of the doctrine of the Two Truths. To the extent 
that one maintains a basically positive concept of conventional truth—the certainties presup-
posed in moral and religious action—precisely as truth (see, e.g., Garfield 2011: 25–26 and pas-
sim), one need not concede Griffiths’s judgment that the Buddhist concept of personal identity 
across lives is too attenuated to sustain real-world moral and religious action.6 At the same 
time—and here Griffiths’s larger claim that karma theory is incompatible with no-self reasserts 
itself—such a robust concept of conventional truth implies a revision of the classic Abhidharmic 
interpretation of the anåtman doctrine according to which the personality is reducible to the 
aggregates (skandha-måtra-våda). One could perhaps argue that a partial revalorization of the 
concept of conventional truth, along with a concomitant revision of the reductionist interpreta-
tion of anåtmavåda, lies at the conceptual heart of the Mahåyåna movement.
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The Mahåyåna’s Partial Rehabilitation of the Conventional

There is some evidence to suggest the Mahåyåna, a movement destined to revolutionize Bud-
dhist discourse and practice, paradoxically began as a kind of reform movement led by ascetic 
forest dwelling monks intent on recovering the original inspiration of Buddhism (see, e.g., Har-
rison 1995: 65–68 and passim; Schopen 2005: 138–139). This hypothesis that the Mahåyåna, or 
at least one trajectory therein, began as a reform movement receives support from Luis Gómez’s 
observation that the Pråsa∫gika Madhyamaka conception of emptiness as an antidote to settled 
views hearkens back to the “doctrine of no views” espoused in some of the earliest texts of the 
Pali Canon (Gómez 1976, esp. 152–155; cf. Williams 2009: 53).7 Expanding on Gómez’s thesis, 
I would argue that the doctrine of emptiness, announced in the earlier Prajñåpåramitå literature 
and attaining its classic philosophical expression in Någårjuna’s MËlamadhyamakakårikå (MMK), 
represents a retrieval of the tradition of the Buddha’s undetermined questions (avyåk®tåni),8 in 
particular, the refusal to countenance either the eternalist proposition that the soul is one thing 
and the body another (anyaj j¥vo ‘nyaµ ßar¥ram) or the annihilationist proposition that soul and 
body are one and the same (sa j¥vas tac char¥ram). As indicated by the title of Någårjuna’s trea-
tise, from which the name of the tradition he founded (Madhyamaka = “Middling”) derives, 
Någårjuna saw himself as restoring the Middle Way against the deviations wrought by this text’s 
chief adversary, the Sarvåstivåda Abhidharma. From a Mahåyåna perspective that regards the 
aggregates to be every bit as empty of inherent existence as the self, the skandhamåtravåda of the 
Sarvåstivådins is tantamount to the annihilationist identification of the soul and body (Arnold 
2010: 375–376, 2012: 219; cf. MMK 21:14). Interpreting Någårjuna through the lens of 
Candrak¥rti’s commentary,9 Dan Arnold argues that the extension of the principle of Depend-
ent Origination to the ultimate particulars—the dharmas—of Abhidharma analysis paradoxi-
cally implies a kind of rehabilitation of the conventional. By (re)affirming the universal scope 
of the principle of Dependent Origination, Madhyamaka reveals the set of ultimate existents 
comprising the realm of ultimate truth to be “an empty set” (Arnold 2005: 119). Conventional 
reality is the only reality there is. The conventional can be affirmed as truth (satya) inasmuch as 
it exemplifies the ultimate truth of Dependent Origination or—what is the same thing (MMK. 
24:18)—emptiness (Arnold 2005: 120).

As evinced by Arnold’s provocative interpretation of Någårjuna and Candrak¥rti, the exten-
sion of the emptiness principle to the fundamental entities of Abhidharma analysis, logically 
speaking, has the effect of turning the doctrine of the two truths inside-out, expanding the 
realm of the conventional to the point that it paradoxically reverts to its opposite, rather like the 
dynamic governing the principles of Yin and Yang in Chinese speculation.10 Rhetorically, how-
ever, the universalization of emptiness had the effect of simply intensifying, rather than subvert-
ing, the world-denying tendencies of Abhidharma Buddhism. In the 8000 verse (A∑†asåhasrikå) 
Prajñåpåramitå, for example, SubhËti, the mouthpiece of wisdom, incorporates the doctrine of 
the universality of emptiness into an a fortiori argument for the illusoriness of everyday reality: 
“Even Nirvåˆa,” he declares, “is like a magical illusion, is like a dream. How much more so any-
thing else!” (Conze 1973: 99; cited in Williams 2009: 52). For some later Mahåyånists, all this talk 
of emptiness, illusion, and dream states smacked of annihilationism, or, more accurately, could 
easily be so construed by the spiritually immature. Accordingly, we find the “second branch” of 
the Mahåyåna, the Yogåcåra, presenting itself as a corrective to what it regarded, whether sin-
cerely or opportunistically, as the over-negating tendency of earlier Mahåyåna thought. Thus, the 
Saµdhinirmocana (“Untying the Knot”) Sutra, a foundational Yogåcåra scripture, presents its doc-
trine of the three natures (trisvabåva) as an antidote to a nihilistic interpretation of the concept of 
emptiness in the Prajñåpåramitå (Williams 2009: 89; see SNS. 7.3, Lamotte 1935: 193; D’Amato 
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2012: 5). According to the three-natures doctrine, the third, “perfected” nature (parini∑panna-
svabhåva) represents the true nature or “thusness” (tathåtå) of things. Thusness (or suchness) coin-
cides, of course, with emptiness as the true nature of things, but its positive connotation excludes 
a nihilistic interpretation of the latter term. The concept of emptiness sheds its annihilationist 
associations when interpreted in terms of the three natures doctrine, much in the way that the 
concept of homoousios sheds its Sabellian associations when qualified by the doctrine of the three 
divine hypostases in the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity.

To sum up the discussion thus far, the doctrine of emptiness, particularly when interpreted 
through the corrective lens of the three-natures doctrine, gives expression to a characteristically 
Mahåyåna perspective on the two truths. As John Makransky puts it, “the Mahåyåna formula-
tion of [the] two truths thus locates ultimate truth (paramårtha satya, emptiness, thusness or 
suchness) within conventional truth (saµv®ti satya, dependent phenomena)” (Makransky 1997: 
323, italics added). As such, it coheres with the defining intuitions of the Mahåyåna movement, 
namely, the nonduality of saµsåra and nirvåˆa and the ideal of the bodhisattva who, out of com-
passion, foregoes a hasty exit from the world of saµsåra.

These intuitions culminate in the doctrine of non-abiding nirvåˆa (aprati∑†hita nirvåˆa), the 
state of one who is no longer subject to the conditions of saµsåric existence and yet remains 
forever engaged and active within the conditioned world for the benefit of others (Makransky 
1997: 85–86). As Makransky notes, the doctrine stands in considerable tension with canoni-
cal teaching of the Four Noble Truths, in particular, the Third Noble Truth that equates the 
attainment of the unconditioned at death with the complete cessation of conditioned existence 
(1997: 322). This fundamental tension, moreover, ramifies into several doctrinal controversies 
over the years in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, including the dispute that is the focus of Makransky’s 
study, a seemingly arcane disagreement over the number of bodies of the Buddha referenced in 
the eighth chapter of a commentarial text called the Abhisamayålaµkåra (Ornament of Realiza-
tions), essentially a dispute over the relationship between Buddhahood and embodiment (1997: 
3–7 and passim).

Original Enlightenment Thought

I would like to conclude this admittedly cursory and selective sketch of doctrinal tension in 
Buddhism with a doctrine that takes the world-affirming tendency of the Mahåyåna movement 
to its logical conclusion: the concept of original enlightenment (Ch. ben jué, Jpn. hongaku) in 
East Asian Buddhism. Original enlightenment thought represents an extension of the doctrine 
of innate Buddha-nature (tathågatagarbha) in Indian Mahåyåna (Minowa 2010: 52). In Indo-
Tibetan Buddhism, the tathågatagarbha thought-current seems to have been absorbed into the 
Yogåcåra tradition early on, thereby limiting its impact (Takasaki 1974: 772). In China, by con-
trast, the idea of Buddha-nature developed into a major trajectory of Buddhist thought (Stone 
1999: 5; Sueki 1992: 178).

The doctrine of original enlightenment makes its first appearance in an influential Chinese 
treatise called the Awakening of Faith (Dasheng qixinlun). In a kind of reversal of what happened in 
India and Tibet, this text subsumes the concept of the substratum consciousness (ålayavijñåna), 
the most fundamental level of mind in Yogåcåra theory, within the concept of Buddha-nature 
(Stone 1999: 5–6). This it does by first making a distinction between two aspects of mind, “the 
mind as arising and perishing” and “the mind as suchness” (Hakeda 1967: 31; Stone 1999: 6). It 
then identifies the former aspect of mind with the substratum consciousness. The mind as aris-
ing and perishing, and therewith the substratum consciousness, is thus grounded on the mind as 
suchness, the mind seen from the absolute standpoint of the Buddha (Stone 1999: 6).
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The concept of original enlightenment emerges from the analysis of the mind as arising and 
perishing. Within the latter, the Awakening of Faith distinguishes between enlightenment and 
delusion. The enlightenment aspect of the mind as arising and perishing is further analyzed into 
a distinction between original enlightenment and acquired enlightenment. Original enlighten-
ment denotes the enlightenment that is immanent in the deluded mind, and acquired enlighten-
ment denotes the activity of turning from delusion to original enlightenment (Sueki 1992: 180).

We see, then, that the concept of original enlightenment originally appears in the context 
of an analysis of the deluded mind of sentient beings (Ibid.). In the Awakening of Faith, origi-
nal enlightenment “remains merely the potential for enlightenment in deluded beings” (Stone 
1999: 37). In the course of its development in Japan, however, the original enlightenment 
concept came to acquire the character of the mind as suchness, while still retaining its charac-
ter of inhering in the deluded mind (Sueki 1992: 180). The shift in meaning that the concept 
of original enlightenment underwent in Japan, specifically, in the medieval Tendai tradition,  
can be understood in terms of a revalorization of the world of concrete phenomena (  ji, 事) as 
compared to absolute principle (li, 理). Tientai/Tendai correlated the concepts of li and ji with 
the two “halves” of its foundational scripture, the Lotus Sutra, li with the first 14 chapters in 
which the Buddha appears as the historical Buddha, Íakyamuni (the Trace Teaching, 跡門), ji 
with the latter half in which Íakyamuni is revealed to be only one of countless manifestations of 
the universal Buddha (the Origin Teaching, 本門). Whereas Chinese Tientai recognized the 
equal value of both the Trace and Origin Teachings (as reflecting the complementary nature 
of the relation between li and ji), Japanese Tendai valorized the Origin teaching to the point 
that the Trace Teaching came to be seen as inferior (Sueki 1992: 183–184). With this develop-
ment, individual phenomena in their concrete actuality—the ji principle—came to be seen 
as themselves embodying Buddhahood. And this identification of the concrete reality of the 
phenomenal world as it is with the idea of suchness is nothing other than original enlighten-
ment thought (Ibid. 184; Stone 1999: 171). Nowhere is this world-affirming tendency more 
strikingly evident than in the doctrine of “the realization of Buddhahood by plants and trees” 
(sØmoku jØbutsu), a doctrine which is said to express a uniquely Japanese appreciation of the 
religious significance of nature (Stone 1999: 29–31; Sueki 1992: 165–171).11

As the most uncompromising expression of the world-affirming tendency of Mahåyåna 
thought, original enlightenment thought brings strongly to the fore some long-standing ten-
sions in Buddhist doctrine. Let me briefly mention two of these. The first tension attains its 
classic expression in the question that allegedly set the great thirteenth-century Zen master 
DØgen Kigen on his spiritual quest. If all sentient beings have the original Buddha nature, 
DØgen asked, what is the point of ascetical practice? According to the traditional account, 
it was in response to this question that DØgen developed the teaching for which he is most 
famous, namely, the identity of practice and realization (shu and shØ, respectively) and the cor-
responding description of seated meditation (zazen) as “just sitting” (shikantaza), that is, a prac-
tice undefiled by thoughts of future attainment (see, e.g., BendØwa, Question 7: Faure 1987: 
93–94; Mizuno 1990: 28–29).

The second tension is, if anything, even more fundamental. In the 1980s and 1990s, a group 
of Japanese Buddhologists put forth the bold thesis that original enlightenment thought is anti-
thetical to the defining Buddhist doctrines of no-self and Dependent Origination. One of the 
pioneers of this movement of “Critical Buddhism” (hihan bukkyØ), Matsumoto ShirØ, argued 
that the concepts of original enlightenment and innate Buddha-nature (tathågatagarbha) are tan-
tamount to what Matsumoto terms dhåtu-våda, the positing of an underlying substantial basis 
(dhåtu) from which things arise and upon which they depend (see Swanson 1993: 119–120, 
cf. 127). And this substantialism or dhåtuvåda flatly contradicts the doctrines of no-self and 
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Dependent Origination. Critics of the movement, however, have challenged the claim that 
original enlightenment thought represents an expression of substantialism. Rubin L.F. Habito, 
for example, argues that when putatively substantialist statements in hongaku shisØ texts are read 
in their original context of enlightenment practice, they should be construed as correctives or 
antidotes to nihilistic interpretations of emptiness. Moreover, these texts also contain disclaimers 
that function to deconstruct those substantialist statements (Habito 1996: 52–56 and passim). 
Other critics have questioned the assumption made by the proponents of Critical Buddhism 
that the classic no-self doctrine constitutes the core of the Buddha’s original teaching (e.g., 
Schmithausen 1991: 57–58). However one evaluates the Critical Buddhist position, however, 
it does, at the very least, usefully highlight the considerable tension between the doctrines of 
innate Buddha-nature and no-self, a tension of which the classic Buddha-nature/tathågatagarbha 
texts are keenly aware.

Conclusion

As we have just seen, original enlightenment thought takes the Mahåyåna tendency to over-
come the duality between saµsåra and nirvåˆa to its logical conclusion, bringing in its train a 
number of doctrinal tensions. In this respect, it invites comparison with the similarly uncom-
promising concept of homoousios divinity in Christian thought.

Now many of the tensions created or exacerbated by doctrines like these are handled with 
ad hoc strategies, including purely stipulative and frankly arbitrary distinctions. A cynic could 
claim that the person/nature distinction that forms the basis of the orthodox Christological 
dogma falls into this category. And yet heightened tensions can also occasion genuine theologi-
cal insights, similar to the way in which the juxtaposition of categorically dissimilar terms in 
metaphor can prompt a genuinely fresh way of viewing things.

In a recent essay, the comparative theologian Jon Paul Sydnor develops an intriguing par-
allel between the Jürgen Moltmann’s doctrine of the social Trinity and the Mahåyåna Bud-
dhist doctrine of emptiness (Sydnor 2016). Specifically, Sydnor sees a fruitful parallel between 
Moltmann’s radically relational model of social relations modeled in the doctrine of the Trinity 
and Någårjuna’s denial of inherent existence. The comparanda might be brought even closer 
together if one were to take the technical Greek term perichoresis in its etymological sense as 
“mutual indwelling” (chØreØ, “to make room for another”)12 to describe the inter-Trinitarian 
relations and, further, if one were to compare the Trinitarian example to the Tientai vision of 
mutual interpenetration (see Ziporyn 2016, ch. 8) in lieu of Någårguna’s rather austere empti-
ness doctrine. The point I want to make, however, is that both concepts—the mutual inherence 
of the three persons of the Christian Trinity and the radical interdependence and interpenetra-
tion of all phenomena in the Mahåyåna Buddhist vision—can be seen as creative products of the 
doctrinal tensions described in this chapter.

Notes
 1 Notwithstanding the undeniable advance represented by the work of these two theologians, the inge-

nuity of their efforts to reconcile the plurality and unity in God underscores just how fine the line 
separating binitarianism from ditheism (or, when the Holy Spirit is factored in, trinitarianism and 
tritheism) really is. One token of the subtlety of the distinction between Logos theology and ditheism 
is the curious fact that Tertullian pushes back charges of ditheism with precisely the same image—
namely, that inseparable relation between the Father and the Son is like that of the sun and its rays—
that some of Justin’s opponents had deployed against Justin’s doctrine of the Logos (Dialogue 128:3; Falls 
2003, 193–194).
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 2 See Hanson’s (1988: xix) remark that “With the exception of Athanasius virtually every theologian, 
East and West, accepted some form of subordinationism at least up to the year 355.”

 3 Given the importance and the mystique that the council has since come to have in the history of the 
Church, it comes as something of a surprise to many students of Church history to learn that nobody 
cites the creed in the first 15 or so years following the council. As Michel René Barnes remarks, Nicaea, 
with its anathema against those who regard the Son as a distinct hypostasis, was “an openly Sabellian 
creed” (Barnes 1998: 49–50). Nicaea only attains the significance of a standard for faith only in the 350s 
when Athanasius, Alexander’s embattled successor and one-time protégé, develops the idea of the coun-
cil as a conduit of the apostolic teaching of the “fathers” (Sieben 1979: 39 and passim). This retrieval 
and valorization of Nicaea was as part of Athanasius’s brilliant, if highly tendentious, use of Nicaea’s 
condemnation of Arius to frame the embattled bishop’s later struggles with various contemporary rivals, 
none of whom, by the way, had any affinity or allegiance to the long-discredited teachings of Arius.

 4 Such an interpretation becomes particularly credible if Alasdair Logan is right that Marcellus of Ancyra 
was one of the architects of the creed (Logan 1992: 441–445, but see Feige 1992: 295–296; Parvis 
2006: 92–94). Logan hypothesizes that Marcellus, a central player in the anti-Arian alliance and a 
staunch proponent of the view that there is only one hypostasis in God (Vinzent 1997: xxix, frag. 91, 
97,117, 120,122), was ultimately responsible for the inclusion of homoousios into the creed to confound 
the “Arians” (Logan 1992: 441, 442, 444 and passim).

 5 This formulation was implicit in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed allegedly ratified in the Coun-
cil of Constantinople in 381 and explicit in a letter addressed to Western bishops summarizing the main 
decisions of the council (Hardy 1954: 26; Ayres 2004: 258).

 6 I would argue that the weak link in Griffiths’s otherwise tight line of reasoning is his confident inter-
pretation of conventional truth as ultimately false (1984b: 483).

 7 Specifically, the A††akavagga and Påråyanavagga of the Suttanipåta.
 8 As noted also by Gómez (1976: 153).
 9 See Arnold (2005: 257n2).
 10 The Madhyamaka tradition stops well short of a wholesale revalorization of the realm of the con-

ventional, however. Tom Tillemans suggests that the Tibetan tradition introduced qualifications to 
Candrak¥rti’s interpretation of Någårjuna to forestall precisely this conclusion (see Tillemans 2011: 
164–165 and passim).

 11 An important antecedent to the sØmoku jØbutsu doctrine was the eighth-century Chinese Tientai 
patriarch Zhanran’s doctrine of the Buddhahood of non-sentient beings, a teaching that was itself 
influenced by the original enlightenment doctrine of the Awakening of Faith (Stone 1999: 9; LaFleur 
1973: 95–97). The doctrine acquired a different justification and a different meaning in Japan, how-
ever. Whereas in China, the Buddhahood of plants and trees was based on the interdependent relation 
between sentient beings and their environment, such that the latter was implicated in the former’s 
attainment of Buddhahood, in Japan individual plants and trees, in their concrete individuality, came 
to be seen as attaining Buddhahood by themselves, independently of any relation with sentient beings 
(Sueki 1992: 170–171).

 12 Sydnor (2016: 38–39) prefers the metaphorically attractive but philologically dubious etymology from 
choros (with omicron), “dance,” perichoreuØ, “to dance around.”
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Buddhaghosa and the Theravada Tradition

In the fifth century, Bhadantacariya Buddhaghosa, an Indian monk and scholar, traveled to 
Sri Lanka and the Mahavihara monastery to collect and collate the canonical works as well as 
Sinhalese commentaries.1 Virtually all that we know of Buddhaghosa comes from the Sinha-
lese historical chronicle, the Mahavamsa, where a chapter is devoted to him. As the Mahavamsa 
describes his arrival and tenure there, we find the elders of the monastery testing Buddhaghosa 
to see if he was worthy to be given full access to their precious documents. They posed a rid-
dle: How does one untangle the tangle with which one is entangled? His magisterial Visuddhimagga 
(Path of Purification) represents his answer. The work is massive, some 900 pages in the English 
translation.2 According to the Mahavamsa, Buddhaghosa wrote this compendium in a single 
sitting. Then a deva magically made his work vanish. This put him back to work on a second 
manuscript, only to find the same deva making the second invisible. Undaunted, he wrote it a 
third time and presented the third copy to the elders of the monastery. At this point, the deva 
revealed the other two manuscripts, and they found all three verbatim.3 The account is surely 
mythic, but it serves something of a larger point: the Theravada community regards the Visud-
dhimagga as essentially perfect, inspired, and perhaps even destined. It is also a definitive work. 
In my doctoral research, I poured over numerous books on the Buddhist path, taxonomies for 
meditation, and interpretations of the canon. Many of these authors claimed to take their mate-
rial only from the canon and indeed have numerous canonical citations. Yet the vast majority 
read those canonical works through the lens of the Visuddhimagga.

Buddhaghosa presents himself as merely a collator of the tradition, and when he asserts his 
independent opinion, he notes this. But he also makes choices, even if they represent devel-
opments in the Theravadin tradition. Despite some differences between what the Buddha 
may have taught and what the Theravada tradition became, it is my opinion that Theravada 
Buddhism—Buddhaghosa’s Buddhism—is the closest living tradition to the Buddha’s original 
teachings, and the Visuddhimagga is a systematic presentation of them. The great modern Bud-
dhist scholar Winston King characterizes the Visuddhimagga as follows: “This has always been 
the standard authoritative textbook on meditational theory and practice, and mentioned in the 
next breath after the canon when meditation is spoken of.”4
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Buddhaghosa’s Path to Nirvana

The Visuddhimagga is Buddhaghosa’s complete answer to the riddle, How does one untangle the 
tangle with which one is entangled? He begins the text with his short answer:

When a wise man, established well in virtue,
Develops consciousness and understanding,
Then as a bhikkhu ardent and sagacious,
He succeeds in disentangling this tangle.

(1.1)

Buddhaghosa notes in his introduction that the one who untangles the tangle possesses six 
things: virtue; concentration; the threefold understanding of non-self, impermanence, and dis-
satisfaction; and ardor. With ardor and Buddhist anthropology presumed, the three categories 
of training—virtue, concentration, and understanding—lead to Nirvān․a. This is the path (1.11).

Virtue (Sila)

It is fundamentally a universal axiom that before one advances seriously in the spiritual life, 
pursuing a moral or virtuous lifestyle is necessary grounding. So, it is no surprise that Buddhag-
hosa sees virtue as the first training. In Buddhism, it is also the essential basis for providing the 
mental culture for meditation.5 It is “the necessary condition for the triple clear vision” (1.11). 
Buddhaghosa presumes a monastic audience that goes well beyond the traditional five moral 
precepts6 to over 200 monastic precepts. As with the five precepts, the ethos of the rules is that 
of providing a mental culture of restraint. Much of what he writes regarding virtue is concerned 
with ascetic practices, including wearing used clothing, eating from a single begging bowl, liv-
ing under a tree, and so on. Their purpose, he says, “is to eliminate cupidity since they manifest 
the opposite” (2.12). Buddhaghosa writes that, while any ascetic practice is profitable, they are 
particularly so for those temperaments that are greedy or deluded. While such practices may 
be challenging to anyone undertaking them, they are intended to unburden the aspirant. They 
are freeing; they bring “fewness of wishes, contentment, effacement, [and] seclusion” (2.83).

Buddhaghosa describes virtue not as a burden, but as an opportunity to be free from bur-
dens. We see from the Four Noble Truths that the world is experienced as dissatisfying because 
of attached desire.7 Desire wearies the aspirant. Surely, Buddhaghosa presumes that the reader 
would have some preliminary insight into this truth. Thus, neither the canon nor the Visuddhi-
magga characterizes the life of the mendicant monk as difficult. One is released from life’s many 
fetters. One advances to fewness of wishes, to modest needs, and to contentment. One grows, 
he says, in humility and seclusion, that is, one’s vanity and ostentation diminishes. Finally, since 
insecurity and cupidity are so draining and distracting to the aspirant, one finds oneself highly 
energized (2.1, 2.83). Although the Visuddhimagga describes the taking on of ascetic practices 
as pleasing to the aspirant, we should not be so naïve as to think that this is not also a trying 
experience; they are meant to be a frontal assault to the conditioned mind.

Concentration (Samadhi)

With virtue foundationally secured, Buddhaghosa describes the necessary cultivation of con-
centration, which strengthens the mind, purifies it to some degree, and infuses it with Buddhist 
virtues. It is here where Buddhaghosa collates and orders various meditational strategies from 
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the canon into formal lists. He comes up with 40, most of which find themselves in different 
categories (3.104ff  ).8 Buddhaghosa lists eight levels of mental absorption or jhanas that are pos-
sible, though most of the meditations only allow for the first three or four.

Allow me to describe how one might become absorbed in a meditation and what it could 
achieve for the aspirant. Let us take, for example, meditating on the Buddha’s quality of gen-
erosity. One begins the meditation by calling to mind the depth of the Buddha’s selflessness in 
providing the dharma. Suppressing the five mental hindrances of lust, ill will, torpor, agitation, 
and uncertainty, one focuses on the quality of generosity itself. Absorbed in the mental abstrac-
tion of generosity, the concentrated mind then recognizes qualities it possesses, namely, applied 
thought, sustained thought, happiness, bliss, and one-pointedness. Collectively, these create the 
first jhana level. Attaining the next three levels of absorption consists in recognizing grosser quali-
ties of the mind and averting from them while focusing on the subtler qualities. Thus, to enter 
into the second jhana is to avert from applied and sustained thought so that the mind is absorbed 
only in happiness, bliss, and one-pointedness. The mind then recognizes that, comparatively, 
happiness is a grosser factor and averts from it, concentrating on the qualities of bliss and one-
pointedness. When happiness fades, one enters into the third jhana of bliss and one-pointedness. 
Finally, even bliss is deemed less subtle than one-pointedness. Averting from bliss, the fourth 
jhana emerges with pure one-pointedness accompanied by perfect equanimity.

These are the principal jhanas, though there are four additional levels known as arupa-jhana 
(absorption without form). Some meditation subjects allow for these deeper absorptions. Unlike 
the previously mentioned, which varied in mental compositional states, these jhanas vary in the 
object of consciousness. The first arupa-jhana occurs when one extends the meditational object 
(i.e., a color or form) to the limits of one’s imagination. The second arupa-jhana is attained by 
mentally removing the object and concentrating on the space left behind. The third arupa-jhana 
is attained with concentrating on the abstraction of “the nonexistence of boundless space.” The 
fourth arupa-jhana is called the base of neither-perception-nor-nonperception and is attained 
when one focuses on the mental components of one’s current absorbed state.9

According to Buddhaghosa, samadhi practice is vital. The mind becomes infused with 
wholesomeness and is considerably strengthened. Consider briefly the Divine Abiding medita-
tions. The first, loving-kindness, literally saturates the mind with the universal good will and 
care. Compassion fills the mind with concern for suffering wherever it exists. Sympathetic 
joy draws one’s mind to joy in the flourishing of others. Finally, equanimity balances them by 
recognizing that the world has to be accepted for what it currently is. Collectively, they bring 
one to a wholesome and holistic relationship to all sentient beings. In brain studies of Buddhist 
monks and Catholic nuns, neuroscientists Eugene d’Aquili and Andrew Newberg discovered 
that their brains become literally rewired by such practices.10

While these meditational practices are central to Buddhaghosa’s agenda, they have two fun-
damental inadequacies regarding enlightenment. While they do change the brain in significant 
ways, they do not completely eliminate mental hindrances or defects but suppress the more 
subtle of them. In the end, the purity they produce is temporary. Second, samadhi practices are 
not curative. Only deep meditative investigation into the qualities of existence, that is, imper-
manence, non-self, and dissatisfaction will allow one to attain nirvān․a.

Wisdom (Panna)/Insight (Vipassana)

As we saw earlier, samadhi alone does not have the capacity for seeing existence as it is, and in 
a certain way, these meditations suppress the mind’s awareness of impermanence, non-self, and 
dissatisfaction. Thus, without insight meditational strategies, it is even possible to strengthen 
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one’s sense of self. Samadhi practices intend to quiet and cultivate the mind, not to know it. 
Thus, Buddhaghosa spends half of the Visuddhimagga on various insight practices and the meta-
physics that underlie these. He writes that true knowledge is not merely perception but “pen-
etration of the characteristics as impermanent, painful, and not-self ” (14.3).

The ultimate point of vipassana practices is fundamentally to deconstruct any sense of a 
permanent or essential self, and there are many ways of achieving this. One might analyze 
constituent parts of the body according to the fundamental elements (e.g., earth or water) to 
impersonalize them—there is no self there. One could concentrate on the breath to experi-
ence directly constant change or impermanence. One could also meditate on oneself with 
bare-attention, watching the constant arising and dissipation of thoughts, emotions, and physical 
sensations. This latter strategy is particularly excellent as one also observes how reactive the 
mind is to these mental and physical arisings.

Interestingly, Buddhaghosa is little interested in detailing specific vipassana techniques. 
Rather, he particularly addresses levels on insight as one progresses. Each level is a deeper pen-
etration of self-understanding into the three qualities of existence. It is this understanding that 
allows one to be liberated from the karma produced by desire/craving. The final purifications 
that avail oneself to attaining nirvān․a are rather complex and deeply introspective.11 They are 
also often painful: “One sees impermanence as painful, a disease, a boil, a dart, an affliction, 
disintegrating, a plague, disaster, menace, fickle, perishable” (20.19). One ends up obsessively 
longing for nirvanic release.

Final Word

If we imagine the three sections of the Visuddhimagga as a liberative progression, then the first 
stage is to embrace virtue, the second stage is to train the mind through concentration and 
skillful mental states, and the third stage is to see by deep penetration into the very nature of 
oneself and the world. In reality, all three mutually reinforce each other. As one progresses, one 
discovers ever deeper and subtler levels of attachment to which virtue must attend. Further, 
mental restraint, which is the principal point of virtue, is virtually impossible without the men-
tal cultivation attained through samadhi exercises. Further still, the deeper one goes into insight 
vipassana practices, the quieter the mind becomes, which itself facilitates samadhi. So, all three 
practices mutually cultivate and support each other.

John of the Cross and Christian Mysticism

There is no singular mystical path in Christianity. If there were an exemplar, however, it would 
be difficult to choose anyone other than John of the Cross. Bernard McGinn frames him 
thusly: “John of the Cross blazes as a star of the first magnitude in the constellation of Christian 
mysticism.”12

John of the Cross was something of a young star in the newly reformed Carmelite order of 
sixteenth-century Spain. He was assigned various highly responsible positions, including novice 
master, prior, rector of a college, provincial, and counselor to the Carmelite’s vicar general. 
What is striking is how ministerially engaged he was, given that his message appears to be a 
highly individualistic journey of the soul, a kind of leaving the world. Reviewing biographies, his 
formal writings, and extant letters, we also know that he was a soul of great gentleness, joy, and 
humor.13 He also had a great devotion to the liturgy and his biographers describe that he incor-
porated his contemplative agenda with a sacramental piety. Further, he was interested in art. He 
created paintings and carvings and loved to decorate chapels. These details are not insignificant 
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as he appears often quite austere and teaches leaving behind all mental prayer to advance an 
apophatic contemplative agenda. Such absolute language in his writings has to be tempered by 
the life he actually lived.14

John of the Cross’s Path to Union With God

Perhaps the best way to introduce John’s path to divine union is through a series of dicta he 
provides early in his first book, The Ascent of Mount Carmel15 as well as his sketch of ascending 
Mount Carmel, which he placed at The Ascent’s very beginning. The dicta are the following:

To reach satisfaction in all, desire satisfaction in nothing.
To come to possess all, desire the possession of nothing.
To arrive at being all, desire to be nothing.
To come to the knowledge of all, desire the knowledge of nothing.
To come to enjoy what you have not, you must go by the way in which you enjoy not.
To come to the knowledge you have not, you must go by a way in which you know not.
To come to the possession you have not, you must go by a way in which you possess not.
To come to be what you are not, you must go by a way in which you are not.
And when you delay in something, you cease to rush toward the all.
For to go from the all to the all, you must deny yourself of all in all.
And when you come to the possession of the all, you must possess it without wanting 
anything.
Because if you desire to have something in all, your treasure in God is not purely your 
all.16

The earliest Carmelites were a group of solitary monks who lived as hermits on Mount Car-
mel in the Holy Land when it was controlled by the Kingdom of Jerusalem after the first cru-
sade. St. John uses this mountain as a metaphor for ascending to union with God. The Ascent of 
Mount Carmel begins with a sketch of how one might ascend Carmel. In this sketch, the summit 
is surrounded by “peace, joy, happiness, delight, wisdom, justice, fortitude, charity, and piety” 
where “glory means nothing to me” and “suffering means nothing to me . . . only the honor 
and glory of God dwells on this mount.” The previously mentioned dicta are also written on 
this sketch. John lists two “ways of the imperfect spirit,” which seek either the goods of heaven 
or the goods of earth, collectively being glory, possessions, joy, knowledge, and consolation, and 
rest. With each way he notes, “The more I desired to possess them, the less I had.” The only 
way to the summit is the following: “The path of Mount Carmel the perfect spirit [is] nothing, 
nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, and even on the Mount nothing.”17

In John’s depiction, there is both irony and paradox. It is ironic that when the soul desires 
anything less than God, the very satisfactions that the soul seeks eludes one. An unreformed soul 
seeking the goods of the earth remains outside of true consolations or rest. It remains agitated as 
these do not really satisfy. St. John depicts the soul as having essentially infinite caverns in its fac-
ulties, so anything that is less than God fails to fill them.18 Even seeking the “goods of heaven” 
fail to satisfy, as they are themselves not God. Thus, the “more I desired to possess them, the less 
I had.” The greatest irony is that “Now that I no longer desire them, I have them all without 
desire.”19 The paradox is that union with God is exactly participation in God’s life—the soul’s 
ultimate desire and true end. But even on that mountain top is “nothing,” that is, it is only about 
God even as the soul lives in union with God. One might say that the soul attains her glory only 
when the soul is concerned solely for God’s glory. The paradox resonates with Jesus’s challenge 
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that “those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will 
find it” (Matt 16:25).20

St. John’s Anthropology

St. John divides the soul or psyche into two parts, the sensory faculty by which we know 
through the senses, and the spiritual faculty, which knows through the intellect, memory, and 
will. These three, borrowed from Augustine,21 correspond to the three theological virtues of 
faith, hope, and love. Both faculties negotiate the created world in a natural way. The spir-
itual faculty also has the capacity for spiritual knowledge, principally knowing God. God can 
indeed be known naturally, as God is mediated through nature, relationships, mental prayer, 
and so on. Here God works through the subjectivity of the person. This is how most people 
experience the Divine.

God can also be known in a supernatural way, a way that ultimately moves from a mediated 
knowledge of God to an immediate one, from an indirect experience to a direct one. For this, 
the soul will have to proceed by progressively shutting down the natural use of these faculties. 
This is where the theological virtues come in. While the intellect can know something about 
God, naked faith takes the intellect beyond conceptualizations of God.22 While the memory is 
critical for mooring oneself in the world, hope seeks what goes beyond what the soul has ever 
experienced. And while the will expresses our normal desires, even spiritual desires, the virtue 
of love for St. John takes the soul to what extends beyond the will’s natural inclinations.

The status of the unreformed soul is two-fold. First, the will desires things for itself. We are 
utter narcissists, whereby everything we consider we do so under the rubric of how it affects 
ourselves. God and everything else are approached unwittingly as virtual satellites revolving 
around us. We can say that we love God or love another, but much of how we do so is with 
regard to how it affects us. St. John’s second concern is that the will is reactive. It seeks satis-
factions and clings to them, becoming attached to them. And experiences that are unpleasant 
likewise cause reactions of aversion.

Consider the previously mentioned as a philosophical problem as well as a spiritual one. 
Philosophically, God is the ground, source, and ultimate horizon of all that is good, true, and 
beautiful. When the soul relates to God as merely a giver of grace, it is as though the soul places 
herself above God, essentially replacing God as the highest good. So, philosophically, it only 
makes sense that the soul’s interest, insofar as it is interested in goodness, truth, and beauty can 
only be about God. Further, since God is not another object in the universe, but rather the 
transcendental horizon of all that is, the natural way to approach God simply cannot work to 
encounter God as God. The soul simply will have to go another route. The spiritual problem 
has to do with our desires. Without a radical realignment of our soul, we remain something like 
a prisoner of our reactive wills. We can make the prison cell more attractive and comfortable, 
but in this life we remain captive. Thus, to attain union with the Absolute Mystery that is God, 
one has to travel a path that is both supernatural and that undermines one’s attachments. This 
will be a path of naked faith that both finds God and loses all worldly attachments. His path is 
dauntingly heroic and, for him, the only way to utter freedom in the world.

The Active and Passive Nights of the Senses

With the exception of the Living Flame of Love, St. John’s works were intended for his Car-
melite brothers and sisters. In the Prologue of the Ascent, he says that he wanted to alert souls 
to understand what was happening to them as God drew them into a contemplative path to 
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union and to guide their progress.23 He says that “Because they are already detached to a great 
extent from the temporal things of the world, they will more easily grasp this doctrine on 
nakedness of spirit.”24 These are beginners as they are beginning to enter the mystical life. The 
traditional interior progress of souls is something of a three-stage process of the purgative way, 
illuminative way, and unitive way. Beginners represent the purgative way.25 They have advanced 
in mental prayer and have ordered their lives well. But they only know God in a mediated or 
natural way. St. John imagines the fruit of their spiritual labors as like eating “morsels” from 
God’s table or eating the “rind” of the fruit rather than the heart of the fruit itself.26 Further, 
unconsciously they are all too focused on spiritual gratifications as a motivating force.27 To 
become significantly free of these attachments, he recommends an active night of the senses. Here 
the aspirant attacks “disordered appetites” through asceticism. “Endeavor,” he writes, “to be 
inclined always:

Not to the easiest, but to the most difficult;
Not to the most delightful, but to the most distasteful;
Not to the most gratifying, but to the less pleasant;
Not to what means rest for you, but to hard work;
Not to the consoling, but to the unconsoling;
Not to the most, but to the least;
Not to the highest and most precious, but to the lowest and most despised;
Not to wanting something, but to wanting nothing . . .
Desire to enter into complete nakedness, emptiness, and poverty in everything in the 
world.28

There is a mental asceticism here as well. St. John teaches aspirants to “have habitual desire to 
imitate Christ. . . . [I]n this imitation, renounce and remain empty of any sensory satisfaction 
that is not purely for the honor and glory of God. Do this out of love for Jesus Christ.”29 To 
fully achieve this, he recommends:

First, try to act with contempt of yourself and desire all others do likewise. Second, 
endeavor to speak in contempt of yourself and desire all others do so. Third, try to 
think lowly and contemptuously of yourself and desire that all others do the same.30

All this seems classically unhealthy, and assuredly as an action plan, it has to be measured. But 
what I think he is getting at is not asceticism for asceticism’s sake nor some kind of self-hatred. 
Rather, the soul has to attack the very narcissism that makes up a kind of false self. This siege 
on the false self creates the conditions of possibility for the soul to become free for God, and it 
allows something of the secret or true self to emerge. St. John is clear that the primary purpose is 
to shake off the stranglehold of our attachments and to allow the soul to become centered, given 
its minimization of sensory pleasure.31 Another way he imagines the soul is that at its deepest 
center resides God.32 The soul’s path is to discover this.

The active night of senses, something that the soul personally does, is followed by a passive 
night of the senses, something God does to the soul. Thus far, God had been communicating in a 
“sensory” or mediated way. Now God desires to draw the soul into deep contemplation. How 
does the soul know it is being drawn thusly? John gives three signs. First, one can no longer find 
the typical satisfaction it has with mental prayer. Second, one lacks the desire to fix the imagina-
tion on anything in prayer. Third and finally, one desires to stay in simple loving awareness of 
God without conceptualizing.33
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Now God communicates the divine presence more directly and one increasingly becomes 
aware of the indwelling of God in the soul. The passive night of the senses moves the soul from 
beginners to proficients, traditionally framed as the illuminative way. Proficients are contemplatives, 
that is, those who regularly experience a loving communion with God that is relatively direct, 
delightful, and energizing.34 What was initially a vague sense of God’s indwelling becomes pro-
gressively clearer and can even open to intense experiences of God’s presence. Proficients find 
themselves far less motivated by sensory or even spiritual gratifications and are thus freer to love 
God and others selflessly. Further, their attachments, which they previously imagined provided 
respite, are now unmasked as causes for restlessness and dissatisfaction.

The Active and Passive Nights of the Spirit

Just as the soul had to practice rigorous asceticism to free herself from the bondage of sensory 
attachments, now the soul must free herself from the limitations that come from the natural 
use of the intellect, memory, and will. God, as Being itself, is Absolute Mystery to the normal 
operations of the soul/psyche. To find God as God, the soul will have to denude or put to sleep 
the natural operations of the soul. It will have to stop thinking about God. It will have to let 
go of its past experiences of God, and it will have to desire what it cannot image. Further, as 
noted earlier, the true end of the soul is union with God, who in fact dwells (or is) the soul’s 
center. So, denuding or putting to sleep the faculties not only allows the soul to enter what 
is beyond its natural capacities, it also frees the soul from her own limitations. I am not what 
I think I am, and my identity is moored in my memory as a social and personal locator. Further, 
I  simply cannot imagine what union is, so I have to hope for that which I cannot naturally 
frame psychologically.

St. John says that one has to depart from natural reasoning, empty oneself from all imagina-
tions, and live in nakedness with regard to all, even denying supernatural communications.35 
The contemplative practice of proficients is that of naked surrender and availability to God. 
The passive night of the spirit involves a purging and illumination of the whole soul. This is the 
transition period from being a proficient to providing the conditions for divine union. And this 
should be understood as entirely God’s work. God personally denudes the spiritual faculties so 
that the soul becomes paralyzed in its natural operations.

It [passive night] puts the sensory and spiritual appetites to sleep, deadens them, and 
deprives them of the ability to find pleasure in anything. It binds the imagination and 
impedes it from doing any good discursive work. It makes the memory cease, the 
intellect become dark and unable to understand anything, and hence it causes the will 
also to become arid and constrained, and all the faculties empty and useless.36

During this period, the soul also finds that the imperfections seemingly conquered over the 
years of spiritual practice were only partially removed. The night of the spirit, especially the 
passive dynamic of it, shows that these imperfections and attachments were only pruned. Now 
this night is said to totally uproot them.37

The depths of the passive night of the spirit is the dark night of the soul, the most intense and 
difficult period of the spiritual journey, and can last for years.38 St. John’s advice for this period 
is for the soul to abandon itself in faith, hope, and love, to sustain itself through devotion and 
prayer in God’s perceived absence, and to be comforted in one’s suffering with the knowledge 
that God is both in control and trustworthy. St. John repeatedly reminds us that the same light 
that is painful and blinding is also the light of union.39
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Divine Union

The culmination of the process of the nights is union with God, which St. John also refers to as 
spiritual marriage. This is nothing other than the divination of the soul through participation in 
the divine life. While all four of St. John’s books describe to a degree the nature of divine union, 
his final book, The Living Flame of Love, is devoted to it. He writes that the soul “has become 
God through participation in God, being united to and absorbed in him, as it is in this state.”40 
Here, he says that God makes the soul his equal by an “exchange of selves.”41 Another depic-
tion is that of fire. Here the divine flame of love and the soul’s flame of love unite and become 
indistinguishable; they become a single flame.42 Ontologically, the soul remains a creature and 
God the Creator, so there is no change in the nature of the soul. In terms of the experience 
and radical participation in the divine life, however, there is no difference between God and the 
soul; it has been divinized.

Paths Compared

Same Ultimate Reality? Same Religious End?

One of the most difficult questions in Buddhist-Christian dialogue is how a Christian might 
make sense of nirvān․a as the summon bonum of Buddhism and its possible relationship to a 
Christian understanding of union with God. It is really a twofold question, though they are 
obviously related. One issue is the very nature of Ultimate Reality itself, and the second issue 
is the telos or fulfillment of the person vis-à-vis Ultimate Reality. It seems obvious that there 
can only be one Absolute Reality, given the very nature of the term. May we also say that there 
is only one ultimate human end? Further, how would one compare nirvān․a and union with 
God? Philosopher John Hick argues that the ineffable God spoken of by Christian theologians 
is the same as the Ein Sof of Jewish Kabbala, the al Haq of Islamic Sufism, the Dharmakaya of 
Mahayana Buddhism, and Brahman of Hindu Vedanta and that their various descriptions and 
mystical appropriations are limited by human subjectivity.43 Hick writes, “The great post-axial 
faiths constitute different ways of experiencing, conceiving and living in relation to an ultimate 
Divine Reality which transcends all our visions of it.”44 Hick clearly respects the very different 
and unique expressions among religions, including various paths and experiences, but these 
differences correspond to the subjective qualities of human existence itself. Those who seek a 
personal God experience God personally, while those who seek the Transcendent as impersonal 
would naturally experience this. For Hick, God is both personal and impersonal and beyond 
personal and impersonal.45

S. Mark Heim, who has been critical of meta-theories that strive to unite highly variant 
religious expressions, argues that the only honest way to address such questions is to allow the 
alterity of the religious other to exist as is.46 Allowing various religions to have different ends not 
only respects the religious other, it also challenges us to recognize “the intrinsic value of study 
and dialogue that deals with the ‘thick’ descriptive natures of religions.”47 Heim’s point seems 
wise; let the religious other be its true self, that is, other. And yet when push comes to shove, 
Heim’s own theology of religions forces Buddhist nirvān․a into a version of the Christian bea-
tific vision. “Humans,” he writes, “can concentrate their response to the divine in a particular 
dimension of the divine life, and if this channel of relation is maintained in isolation from others 
it can lead to a distinct religious end.”48 Nirvān․a is union with God, albeit a limited “feature of 
the inner-trinitarian relations of the divine persons.”49 “God is not static,” he argues, as there is 
an “exchange among the divine persons.” What the Buddhist experiences and unites to is the 
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“flux itself . . . contact with the impersonality of the divine.”50 Here it seems Heim has his own 
meta-theory.

What is nirvān․a compared to a Christian union with God? The Buddha was evasive describ-
ing it. It is not merely the experience of freedom from karma formations. In the Visuddhimagga, 
Buddhaghosa is clear that nirvān․a is real referent (16.67). The problem of identifying or even 
describing nirvān․a is that it is a supramundane reality and thus not subject to the rules of other 
realities (1.32). The Buddha gave the path to reality-beyond-the world (lokuttara-dharma), some-
thing ultimately transcendent. The Buddha also refused to discuss it, and perhaps he simply 
couldn’t. Nirvān․a is real, but it is a parammattha-sacca, an ultimate truth that cannot be concep-
tualized. “Freed from reckoning; he [Buddha] is deep, immeasurable, unfathomable as is the 
ocean. ‘Arises’ does not apply, nor does ‘does not arise,’ nor ‘both arises and does not arise,’ nor 
‘neither arises nor does not arise.’ ”51

One of the most obvious incongruities between nirvān․a and union with God is that Bud-
dhist nirvān․a appears to be a project solely founded on oneself. “Dwell with yourselves as an 
island, with yourselves as a refuge, with no other refuge,” the Buddha exhorted.52 In contrast, 
John of the Cross insists that the real transformation of the soul is God’s doing.53 Is Buddhist 
nirvān․a without grace or faith?

Despite the previously mentioned language of one purifying oneself, it is also the case that 
one cannot exactly save oneself in Buddhism. Because nirvān․a is an actual referent, and because 
Nirvān․a is supramundane and beyond karma formations, it cannot be caused. Noted Buddhist 
scholar John Ross Carter writes: “In the Theravada vision, one does not save or liberate one-
self. There is no enduring substantial self that could do the saving, or releasing, or bring about 
liberation in the first place.”54 Saddha means “faith” in the sense of entrusting oneself, or placing 
one’s heart on something. This faith is crucial in all of Buddhism. As the noted Burmese scholar 
Ven. Pannyanada writes,

Saddha is an indispensable factor governing all spiritual growth; it is called the seed 
from which is born the tree that bears the fruit of deliverance. [Of the] five factors 
of spiritual powers and seven faculties, the primary factor is saddha. It, if accurately 
cultivated, conditions the development of the rest.55

Essentially, what the aspirant must do is live the life of faith, entrusting herself to the process and 
ultimately entrusting herself to nirvān․a, that transcendent Absolute Ultimate. If we can accept 
that there is only one Ultimate Absolute, and one corresponding ultimate human end, then we 
are left with two choices. The first is that one of the two ultimate aims—either nirvān․a or union 
with God—is a lesser conceived and experienced aim. This is Heim’s conclusion. The second 
is that both attain fundamentally the same end but do so in seriously different experiences and 
interpretations of those experiences. This latter position is my opinion.

The Self and the Deconstruction Project

A fascinating comparison between Buddhaghosa and John of the Cross can be made with their 
anthropologies. On the surface they appear to be quite at odds with each other. While Bud-
dhism denies both nihilism and eternalism, it asserts that, in terms of the dharma, in terms of 
liberation, one must deny that there is any self. We are made up of five impersonal aggregates 
and no more. In contrast, St. John is clear that the soul is an actual reality such that it has the 
potential for eternal life. In short, we have the denial of self and the affirmation of self. Yet both 
see the self as a problem and in the same way. For both, the unenlightened mind is a reactive one. 



The Paths to Purification

465

Both spiritual masters claim that we crave and live fundamentally through our attachments. For 
Buddhaghosa, this is due to ignorance of non-self, and for St. John, it is due to ignorance of our 
narcissistic mind and the very limitations of the natural way the mind works.

We also see that both of them understand the very nature of our attachments as undermin-
ing the true flourishing of the person. Attachments, and the craving behind them, agitate and 
exhaust the person. They also cloud our vision. Both masters recognize that nothing in the 
phenomenal world can really satisfy one and that the remedy is asceticism. Asceticism, for both, 
is neither body-denying nor world-denying. Both claim it is the opposite: it frees the mind to 
engage in the spiritual life more fully and authentically. It creates the conditions of possibility 
to pursue one’s ultimate end.

Let us further consider their various ultimate ends with regard to their anthropologies. We 
see in both that we are instructed to disregard the only self we can conceive of. Buddhaghosa’s 
deconstruction project is conceptually clearer on the surface. Vipassana practices are devices to 
scrutinize the arising and dissipation of all phenomena so as to experience no essential self. On 
the other hand, we end up with a final-nirvān․a where there is no nihilism nor eternalism, but 
only mystery. As we saw earlier, the Buddha proclaims, “Freed from reckoning . . . is the Tatha-
gata; he is deep, immeasurable, unfathomable.” St. John renders a similar paradox. The way is 
“nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, and even on the Mount nothing.” There 
is a final kind of identifying with the Divine, but only as the soul recognizes her nothingness.

A final comparison can take us another way: What does the saint look like in both projects? 
Again, we find fascinating alignments. In both cases, Buddhaghosa’s arahant and St. John’s soul in 
union are framed as utterly free, completely open, perfectly ordered, and fully integrated human 
beings. They are both other-worldly in the sense that they have transcended the world’s attach-
ments and limitations, but they are utterly in-the-world in terms of how they engage it. We 
saw earlier that for all St. John’s talk about rejecting the world and so on, he was actually highly 
invested in serving God in the world. Further, when one no longer loves others as an extension 
of a deluded form of self, one can truly love them freely and for their own sake. This is the case 
in Theravada Buddhism. The Buddhist canon is rife with stories of the Buddha’s past lives as well 
as those of arahants.56 In these annals, we find story after story of extraordinary self-giving, care, 
love, and compassion. These actions ground further spiritual development and ultimately libera-
tion. The path has everything to do with compassionate care for others. Recall the Divine Abiding 
meditations of loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. Collectively, they 
make for a perfect posture in the world. Theravada Buddhists would insist, seemingly rightly, 
that until we free ourselves, our concern for others is compromised. When we are bound by our 
own cravings and delusions, what we take for compassion often has more do to with reactive 
pity. What we image to be love has more to do with attachment. What we take for sympathy has 
more to do with comparing self to others. Equanimity becomes some form of disengagement.

Last Word

What are we to make of this comparative project? One of the more important insights simply 
might be that there are indeed venerable paths that are available, paths that masters of our reli-
gious traditions have trodden and recognize as capable of providing for deep transformation and 
various kinds of spiritual liberation. Further, we see that these two traditions are both very dif-
ferent and uncannily similar. In one sense, Buddhaghosa’s Theravada path looks wildly different 
from St. John’s. Buddhism is disinterested in God and points to a liberation intended to free one 
from the sam․ sāra of a conditioned existence. What conditions the transformation is direct expe-
rience of non-self. With non-self recognized, there are no karma formations possible. There 
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is nothing worth clinging to or craving, and there is no one to crave. Buddhists seek nirvān․a, 
not God. In contrast, St. John’s Christian doctrine is one that seeks the end to which we were 
created, union with the Creator. Further, the soul is utterly precious and, when devoid of her 
delusions and attachments, finds God through love. Love, particularly God’s love for the soul, 
guides, purifies, and unites the soul to God’s own Being. These differences are not incidental to 
their respective paths but decisively intrinsic.

Given all this, what we’ve discovered is that there can be a kind of dogmatic literalism that 
obscures what are really very similar spiritual agendas. Nirvān․a is a Transcendental Ultimate, 
one that cannot be discussed or conceptualized. Buddhist doctrine is not intended to delineate 
nirvān․a, but only to assist its attainment. Its functional analogue in Christianity could very well 
be God, albeit an impersonal experience of God. To this end, we’ve discovered that some kind 
of grace is necessary. One cannot cause nirvān․a but can only place oneself skillfully in the path 
for it to be realized. Further, the central posture for attaining nirvān․a is faith/saddha. At the end, 
one must utterly entrust oneself to the path and—dare I say it—to nirvān․a. To their seemingly 
disparate ultimate ends, both paths demand a rigorous asceticism, principally of the mind. Both 
require the aspirant to deconstruct the conventional self so that whatever is not the conven-
tional self can attain Ultimate Reality. And what does the saint look like who has attained such 
Ultimate Reality? In both, the saint looks strikingly similar. One becomes free, compassionate, 
humble, energized, and one loves purely. Wisdom and compassion unite.
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Irreversibility in Takizawa’s Conception of God-With-Us

Let me begin my chapter by making a distinction between the primordial and the consequent 
senses in which we talk about the divine–human relationship. I owe this distinction to the late 
Prof. Katsumi Takizawa who elaborated his philosophy of religion as a “theo-anthropology” 
that transcends the cultural and historical differences between Christianity and Buddhism. For 
Takizawa, the divine–human relationship is Immanuel (God-with-us), an idea he took from Karl 
Barth, the prominent Evangelical theologian.1 The notion of Immanuel comes from Barth, but 
Takizawa used it for his own purposes. For Barth, Immanuel means Jesus Christ, the mediator 
between God and man. It can also refer to the historical community of believers in Jesus Christ.2 
Although Takizawa was an admirer of Barth, he did not follow Barth in this point and insisted 
that God-with-us describes the existence of all human beings, regardless of their religious beliefs 
and practices. Even atheists are included in this.

This relationship has a primary and consequent sense in Takizawa’s view. So far as the pri-
mordial divine–human relationship is concerned, we are on the same level whether we are 
aware of this fact or not. Immanuel is a constitutive mark of human existence itself. Differences 
in religious belief appear on the level of the consequent divine–human relationship. The con-
sequent relationship depends on personal decisions as responses to the primordial fact. So, the 
task of a theo-anthropology is, according to Takizawa, to clarify and describe the distinction 
between these two aspects of the divine–human relationship.

Commentators have often pointed out that Takizawa’s distinction is analogous to the distinc-
tion between Original Enlightenment and consequent Enlightenment in Mahayana Buddhism. 
Take, for example, The Awakening of Faith in Mahayana, which is attributed to Ashvagosha. Taki-
zawa himself recognized this similarity and made it a basis for the dialogue between Christians 
and Buddhists.3 It should be noted that some Western scholars of Mahayana Buddhism also saw 
The Awakening of Faith as a basis for Buddhist-Christian dialogue. For example, the Rev. Timo-
thy Richard, translator of The Awakening of Faith wrote:

If it be, as it is more and more believed, that the Mahayana Faith is not Buddhism, 
properly so called, but an Asiatic form of the same Gospel of our Lord and Savior 
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Jesus Christ, in Buddhist nomenclature, differing from the old Buddhism just as the 
New Testament differs from the Old, then it commands a world-wide interest, for in 
it we find an adaptation of Christianity to ancient thought in Asia, and the deepest 
bond of union between the different races of the East and the West, viz., the bond of 
a common religion.4

The Awakening of Faith and the doctrine of Original Enlightenment have been highly influential 
on Japanese religious thinking about the possibility of affirming the enlightenment of all sen-
tient beings. Takizawa seems to have recognized this and aligned it to Christianity’s affirmation 
that all human beings are constituted by the primordial fact of Immanuel.

Takizawa’s interest was not the Medieval past of Buddhism and Christianity. He was attempt-
ing to address modern atheism. The plausibility of traditional religious teachings has collapsed 
under the impact of modern claims about human autonomy. Today, the religions must reflect 
on the ultimate structure of human existence and the illusory character of human autonomy. 
Therefore, Takizawa’s main motive was not a comparison of peripheral phenomena between 
Christianity and Buddhism, but an investigation into the primordial fact which constitutes both. 
This fact reveals itself in the depth of our own personal existence as the “Miraculous Immanuel,” 
that is, the fact that God is with us absolutely antecedent to our own subjectivity, before all our 
thoughts, words, acts, and even our rejection of God. We, human beings, cannot be separated 
from God, however independent and autonomous we may think ourselves to be. Awakening 
to this primordial relationship, a finite human being begins to participate as an authentic self in 
the process of realizing the divine–human relationship within history. The historical process of 
realization, that is, the consequent divine–human relationship, was called by Takizawa “Imma-
nuel in the secondary sense.”

Even though the similarity between Takizawa’s Immanuel and the Mahayana Buddhist treat-
ment of awakening is conspicuous, a subtle but very important difference appears when we 
analyze more carefully both the structure of God-with-us in the original context of Christianity 
and that of awakening in the Mahayana context. Whereas the primordial fact of Christianity 
signified by Immanuel is ultimately characterized as God’s self-revelation through Jesus Christ, 
Buddhists do not presuppose such a transcendent deity. Enlightenment presupposes a metaphys-
ics of dependent co-origination (pratitya samutpada) and emptiness (sunyata).

How did Takizawa connect God’s self-revelation and the self-awakening of the human per-
son? Takizawa’s project was so radical that his proposals have either been rejected or diluted by 
Christians and Buddhists alike. He has also been ignored by Christian and Buddhist specialists 
because he seemed, on the one hand, to deny the unique and absolute role of God’s only Son in 
Christian theology, and seemed, on the other hand, to envision Buddhist awakening apart from 
Buddhist practices such as meditation and Koan exercises under the direction of an authorita-
tive Zen master. These objections may have some justification. Yet I cannot but say in the same 
breath that Takizawa mounted a consistent criticism of traditional forms of both Christianity 
and Buddhism. The primordial divine–human relation, as he insisted, can be restricted to nei-
ther Christianity nor Buddhism. Immanuel is constitutive of human existence itself.

Takizawa’s standpoint is an expansion of Christology to a theo-anthropology. This is because 
the nondual yet nonidentical relation that Christian theology recognizes between God and Jesus 
Christ also holds, as Takizawa insisted, in the case of every human being. Every human person 
is in a position of realizing the primordial nondual but nonidentical relation in which God’s 
self-revelation and the human person’s self-awakening simultaneously take place.

We misunderstand Takizawa if we think of his position as a variant of idealistic philosophy or 
as a “gnostic heresy.” Although he is adopting a nondualistic approach to the central problems of 
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Christian faith, he is also putting special emphasis on the nonidentical character of the divine–
human relation so that Christianity might not degenerate into the metaphysical monism in 
which the distinction between God and the world is overlooked.

Takizawa was a student of Kitaro Nishida, one of the most influential philosophers of modern 
Japan. When he was awarded a scholarship to study philosophy in Germany, Takizawa was advised 
by Nishida to take a theology course with Karl Barth. This provided Takizawa with an opportu-
nity to discuss the unity of divinity and humanity in the person of Jesus Christ with Barth.

In this interreligious encounter between the Japanese philosopher with a Buddhistic back-
ground and a prominent Protestant theologian, Takizawa repeatedly asked Barth about his views 
concerning the nature of identity in the affirmation that Jesus is truly God and truly human. 
This was by no means an idle question on Takizawa’s part. The question arises from the crux 
of Nishida’s philosophical project and his paradoxical understanding of the unity of our human 
nature with the Godhead.

In his discussions with Barth, Takizawa referred to Nishida as a quintessentially Japanese 
thinker, and Nishida’s work as “a philosophy of metanoia which bears testimony to the true God 
in the language of this specific country in this specific age.”5 He tried to persuade Barth to believe 
that the triune God can reveal himself outside the “wall” of explicitly Biblical Christian faith. 
The primordial divine–human relationship cannot be restricted to a particular age and locale.6

Barth flatly rejected such a possibility. Takizawa argued that the historical event of Jesus, his 
life and death, was Biblical testimony to the more primordial fact (Urfactum) of Immanuel. Taki-
zawa moved beyond Barth’s Christocentrism in which the Jesus event is neither a testimony to 
nor merely a sign (Zeichen) of the primordial fact. For Barth, Christ is the primordial fact itself. 
According to Takizawa, the danger of the Pharisees always hovers about us when we think of 
Jesus as the historically unique savior and insist that there is no salvation apart from Jesus Christ. 
In fact, Takizawa often cited those lines of the Gospel that recorded that Jesus himself was not 
pleased to be an object of idol-worship (Matt. 19–17), even though Jesus proclaimed his divin-
ity before the high priest (Matt. 26–64). Jesus was not the exclusive example, but rather a chief 
exemplification of the paradoxical unity of God-human nature present in every human being.

The difference between Jesus and his followers who placed their faith in him consists in their 
modes of awakening to the primordial fact of Immanuel. While Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom 
of God (  John 18–37), his disciples worshipped him as the Savior of the world. Thus, the con-
sequent divine–human relations in Jesus and his disciples are different as modes of awakening 
to the primordial fact. Jesus awakened to it through a unique and original awareness of his own 
historical role as Messiah of the Jewish people. His disciples awakened to the same primordial 
fact through believing in the paradoxical event of Christ’s death and resurrection. In recognizing 
the fundamental identity behind the apparent differences between the founder and the followers 
of Christianity, we may say that Takizawa discovered a theo-anthropology of “awakening” to 
the primordial fact.

Takizawa developed his theo-anthropology by means of his confrontation with the so-called 
FAS Zen Buddhism of Shin’ichi Hisamatsu, another disciple of Nishida and one of the most 
radical Buddhist thinkers in the modern Japan. Hisamatsu insisted that we should not seek 
the Buddha as an exterior authority, nor as the Other Power of Pure Land (Shin) Buddhism, 
because the Buddha is nothing but the “Formless Self ” who awakens in our innermost subjec-
tivity. The Formless Self cannot be identified with a particular person, at least not exclusively. 
The Formless Self must be universalized to all humankind as the authentic subject of making 
history from the Supra-historical standpoint.7

Takizawa’s Christology bears a remarkable similarity with Hisamatsu’s conception of the 
Formless Self. Takizawa admitted that Hisamatsu was radically consistent in rejecting both the 
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Other Power of Pure Land Buddhism and the transcendent God of Christianity. Both are lega-
cies of a premodern religious worldview. Additionally, Takizawa was sympathetic to Hisamatsu’s 
atheistic theology, in so far as it sought to do away with any vestige of idol-worship in Christian-
ity and Buddhism. Takizawa, however, insisted that there should be an irreversible order in the 
primordial divine–human relation and that a personal experience of enlightenment, however 
deep it might be, cannot claim finality in the primordial sense.

The experience of enlightenment, in so far as it takes place at a particular time and place, 
must be considered a historical event on the level of the consequent divine–human relation 
rather than as the unconditional unity with the Absolute. Every Buddha, that is, every awak-
ened one, is primordially on the same level as any ordinary human being. There is a monistic 
tendency in Buddhist atheism, according to Takizawa, that leads to self-delusion related to the 
lack of insight into the subtle, irreversible structure of the divine–human relation.

Takizawa saw the life of Shakyamuni Buddha, as well as the earthly life of Jesus, as an “exem-
plary complete reflection” of the primordial fact on the level of the consequent divine–human 
relation. Thus, we cannot say that Takizawa’s standpoint is pantheistic. He recognized the irre-
versible order between God and the human person and denied the absolute apotheosis of a 
finite self in any experience of awakening. Awakening to Immanuel does not mean abandoning 
our humanity.

Takizawa’s polemic against Hisamatsu, therefore, concerned the subtle distinction between 
the finite self within history and the Formless Self. Hisamatsu did not talk much about “practice 
after awakening” because his emphasis was on an underlying Original Enlightenment that is not 
limited to space and time.

So, the problem of Hisamatsu’s Zen is that it fails to grasp the status of the finite self in its 
actual historical situation. It would be far from the truth to say that the finite self becomes the 
Formless Self through awakening. This is because the self-identity of finite self and Formless 
Sellf before and after an experience of awakening should be strictly distinguished from the para-
doxical unity of a finite self with the Formless Self in Original Enlightenment. The essential 
finitude of human existence cannot be ignored even in the case of an Awakened One (Buddha). 
Neither can we deny the reality of the finite self, notwithstanding the theory of non-self in 
traditional Buddhism, once we enter the realm of social life and ethical practice. In historical 
existence, it is not the Formless Self but always a finite self that takes moral responsibility for its 
own decisions among other finite selves.

Takizawa’s emphasis on irreversibility in the divine–human relation has caused multiple 
debates among Zen Buddhists and Christians.8 Though the concept of irreversibility is famil-
iar to Christians, most Zen Buddhists have felt uneasy about it especially when applied to the 
structure of Original Enlightenment. Masao Abe, for example, argued against Takizawa that the 
ultimate religious relation must be absolutely reversible and said “the standpoint in which an 
element of irreversibility remains is not a thoroughgoing one” as seen from the perspective of 
Zen Buddhism.9 On the other hand, Takizawa’s concept of God-with-us seemed unsatisfactory, 
at least to some Christians in that the aspect of the real reciprocity between God and the human 
person was totally ignored. The mystery of Christ’s passion and death on the Cross within his-
tory cannot be explained away in an Awakening to the primordial fact. We need something 
more than Awakening if we are to grasp not only the words of Jesus but also meaning of the 
event of his life and death in the Gospel.

In the original context of the New Testament, God-with-us signified the retrieval of the 
lost bond between God and man in the history of salvation. It does not signify a nonhistorical 
universal relation. Takizawa considered historical aspects of the divine–human relation as con-
sequent to the primordial fact and stressed the irreversible order between the nonhistorical and 
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historical relations though they are inseparable. If historical elements are essential to Christian-
ity, then it is insufficient to the understanding of such elements to assert unilaterally the irrevers-
ible order between the primordial and consequent relations. The God whom we encounter in 
the consequent divine–human relation is no less important than God-with-us in the primordial 
relation, and the concept of irreversibility seems insufficient if it is applied to the eternal and 
historical aspects of the divine–human relation.

The controversies that Takizawa aroused in his later years show that we must develop his 
project of theo-anthoropology in a more satisfactory way that honors the universal nonhistori-
cal character of the divine–human relation, which makes it possible for Christians to enter into 
dialogue with Buddhists.

The second section of my chapter concerns the philosophical foundation of Takizawa’s theo-
anthoropology. Takizawa and Hisamatsu are both disciples of Nishida. The second section of 
this chapter will focus on Nishida’s last essay, “The Logic of the Place of Nothingness and the 
Religious Worldview.” After that, I will develop my own perspective, which is hayathology, the 
theory of Becoming based in the Hebraic understanding of Being. Hayathology offers a pos-
sibility for synthesizing ontology (the theory of Being) and sunyatology (the theory of Buddhist 
Nothingness).

Retrieving Reciprocity From Nishida’s Logic of Place and 
Hayathology

The purpose of Nishida’s final philosophical reflection was, as he wrote to Daisetsu Suzuki in 
1945, to explicate the paradoxical structure of the human person from the standpoint of the 
Perfection of Wisdom Sutras (prajna paramita) and to integrate it with the actual historical world 
with his logic of the place of Absolute Nothingness.10 In “The Fundamental Thought of Lin 
Chi,” Suzuki wrote, “the true person with no rank” plays a central role in Lin Chi. The princi-
ple figures prominently in understanding the dialogical relationship between a Zen master and 
his or her disciple.

The structure of the “true person” is described by Suzuki as “the self-transcending indi-
vidual” who is and is not self-identical simultaneously. The paradoxical character of this self-
transcendence is captured in the term “soku hi” (is and is not), which is found in the Perfection 
of Wisdom Sutras.11 Nishida was keenly aware that the logic of “soku hi” could not easily be 
conceptualized within the stock of Western philosophical terminology then available to him.

Western philosophy has had a long tradition of ontology that asked the question of the 
meaning of Being. With its logic of noncontradiction, its conceptual framework was insufficient 
to an understanding of the philosophical core of Mahayana Buddhism where emptiness (sunyata) 
and nothingness (mu) rather than Being are emphasized. Nishida’s philosophy is a great struggle 
with the fundamental problem of Nothingness as found in Mahayana Buddhism. His aim was 
to construct a truly universal philosophical standpoint, able to contain the differences separating 
East and West.

Nishida was initially interested in the origins of Western metaphysics in the works of Plato 
and Aristotle. In these Greek philosophers, the West established a basic preference to Being over 
non-being, form and not the formless. Nishida came on the notion of topos in Plato’s Timaeus 
and was intrigued as to how it might contribute to a philosophy based on Nothingness. The 
paradoxical unity of form (rupa) and emptiness (sunyata) in the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras 
can be expressed logically by the complementarity between an entity and its ultimate topos or 
“place.” The relativity of being and nothingness, however, signifies the absolute field of total-
ity that overcomes every kind of opposition. Nishida called this ultimate field of totality “the 
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place of Absolute Nothingness.” In his work, “From the Acting to the Seeing,” three kinds of 
“place” or topos are discussed, that is, the place of relative being (physical place in the space-time 
continuum), the place of relative nothingness (subjectivity, the field of consciousness), and the 
place of Absolute Nothingness.

These three kinds of “place” arise sequentially through “trans-descendence.”12 We initially 
find ourselves ensconced within the place of relative being, interacting with entities in the 
world. From the world of entities, we can turn to the greater immediacy of our own subjec-
tivity, the place or topos of relative nothingness. This nothingness is relative to the extent that 
the subject can be contrasted to its object. Within the place of relative nothingness, the tran-
scendental subject, in the Kantian sense, does not yet reach the concreteness and immediacy of 
religious experience. From the place of relative nothingness of the subject facing an object, we 
must “transdescend” to the place of Absolute Nothingness in which the opposition of subject-
object dualism is abolished in the true suchness and ultimate immediacy of both subject (relative 
nothingness) and object (relative being).

In Nishida’s logic of place, the metaphysical ultimate is Absolute Nothingness, not Being 
Itself. Absolute Nothingness is the ultimate universal to which nothing can be opposed. We 
may compare Nishida with Aristotle in this matter. Aristotle’s metaphysics of being uses an 
ontology of substance (ousia). In contrast, Nishida’s approach to metaphysics may be character-
ized as sunyatology, that is, the theory of Buddhist Nothingness. By transdescending the topoi of 
subject and object, Nishida eventually reached down into the ultimate immediacy of all: the 
place of Absolute Nothingness.

Nishida’s logic of the place of Absolute Nothingness is rooted in Zen Buddhism and the 
Perfection of Wisdom Literature but also claims to be a universal logic for the general structure 
of reality. Nishida’s logic of place should not be confused with some form of a “contemplation 
of the Absolute.” This is the view of Hajime Tanabe, Nishida’s student and eventually his critic. 
This leads us the Nishida’s notion of “action intuition.”

The problem of praxis in the historical world gradually became a major concern for Nishida. 
How is it possible to move from the place of Absolute Nothingness to human activity in the 
historical world? Hisamatsu struggled with this problem as well and pushed Nishida’s philoso-
phy in a more existential and historical direction.13

The issue of Absolute Nothingness in relation to our historical existence became a matter of 
great contention between Takizawa and Hisamatsu, and by extension with Nishida as well. This 
issue played out in terms of the problem of irreversibility in the primordial fact of Immanuel as an 
alternative to Hisamatsu’s “Formless Self.” It serves as a focal point of a debate that has continued 
in Japan and reveals a fundamental tension between Christianity and Buddhism.

In the first section of this chapter, I raised the issue of the compatibility between the Chris-
tian’s concept of God and Buddhist awakening to pratitya-samutpada and Nothingness. This is 
where the problem of irreversibility arises. In regard to this difficult discussion, I wish to pro-
pose what may be called a “hayathology”—a theology of Becoming.14 “Haya” is the peculiar 
Hebrew word for “being” in which being is always construed dynamically as a “becoming.” My 
purpose in using such a rather unfamiliar terminology is that I want to overcome the opposi-
tion between ontology and sunyatology. To do this, I will appeal to a Biblical theology of being 
understood dynamically in the Hebraic sense of “becoming.”

In so far as Christians adhere to the concept of God as Absolute Being in Christian theology, 
we cannot enter into a fruitful dialogical relation with Buddhists. This is because the very denial 
of such an Absolute Being lies at the core of Buddhist teachings concerning pratitya-sumutpada 
and sunyata. The concept of God as Absolute Being was imposed upon Christianity from Greek 
metaphysics, a source alien to and incompatible with Biblical testimony about the God of the 
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Jewish people. My claim is that the Hebraic understanding of being as becoming (haya) may 
point the way for an understanding of the Christian God more easily related to Buddhist teach-
ings and even shed light on the problem Nishida and Hisamatsu struggled with regarding our 
historical praxis in the world. On the Christian side, placing a hayathology in dialogue with 
Buddhist thought may suggest ways of overcoming the dualist tendencies in Christian theism.

I am proposing that the ultimate standpoint beyond the opposition between being and noth-
ingness should be recognized as a Becoming rather than Absolute Nothingness, contrary to 
the project of Nishida, Hisamatsu, and the other members of the Kyoto School. The Kyoto 
School has never succeeded in connecting the place of Absolute Nothingness to the realm of 
ethical praxis within historical existence. Evidence of this failure can be found in the connection 
between early members of the School and Japanese militarism during the nationalist period and 
the inability Nishida’s followers to recognize this culpability today.

One great exception was Tanabe Hajime, who published Philosophy as Metanoetics after the 
defeat of Japan.15 Tanabe’s criticism of Nishida was not fair in many respects, but his notion of 
“absolute mediation” as an alternative to Nishida’s attempts to bridge the gap between Absolute 
Nothingness and historical praxis is noteworthy.

Tanabe argued that the relationship between the individual and the universal must always be 
mediated by “species” (shu), understood as a local community with its proper environmental, 
cultural, and historical particularities. In fact, the individual, the species, and the universal medi-
ate one another mutually. Tanabe placed strong emphasis on the importance of the individual 
who mediates the universal and the species. Often this takes concrete form in the phenomenon 
of metanoia, which Tanabe understood as “repentance” (zange).

Metanoia, of course, is a prominent element in the preaching of Jesus. This connection sug-
gests a way in which Tanabe’s insights might provide a way of bringing Buddhists and Christians 
closer together. Tanabe was saying that the individual in undergoing the transformative experi-
ence of repentance was also making a connection between the ultimate reality and an individ-
ual’s ethical practice within history. This approach to revising Nishida’s philosophy of Absolute 
Nothingness has implications for how Christians and Buddhists might understand one another.

Returning to the problem of irreversibility, I agree with Takizawa that the divine–human 
relation is irreversible if irreversibility means that there is a fundamental asymmetry of the rela-
tion between God and creation. To accept the reality of an asymmetrical relation is necessary 
if Buddhists are to escape a metaphysical monism wherein the individual is swallowed up by 
the Absolute. The nonidentity of members of a relation implies its asymmetrical character. For 
Takizawa, this means that the individual is addressed by the Absolute in a way that calls that indi-
vidual to an ethical metanoia within his or her historical existence. The Absolute, understood 
as a “Becoming,” confronts the individual with an ethical demand that goes beyond the mere 
aestheticism of Nishida’s place of Absolute Nothingness.

On the other hand, Takizawa’s notion of irreversibility is somewhat one-sided and inad-
equate. Does irreversibility mean the denial of reciprocity between God and man? Takizawa’s 
concept of God in the primordial relation of Immanuel was absolute in the sense that God is 
absolutely independent of any human decision. Human beings are unilaterally dependent on 
God. This irreversibility is required if the religious authenticity of conversion, repentance, and 
metanoia is to be preserved, which, of course, goes to the heart of Tanabe’s critique of Nishida. 
This irreversibility, however, is not adequate if we consider the wider spectrum of the divine–
human relation. Here, we must look again at Takizawa’s distinction between the primordial fact 
of Immanuel and the consequent fact.

The consequent divine–human encounter within historical existence should not, as Taki-
zawa insisted, be considered a mere reflection of the primordial relation. Far from being a 



Yutaka Tanaka

476

derivative reflection, the consequent divine–human relation should be considered more posi-
tively as the actualization of the primordial fact.

The hayathological concept of God Becoming in history is also necessary if we are to under-
stand the element of reciprocity in the divine–human relation. Here, “reciprocity” is not to be 
taken as “reversibility.” Instead, we need to look at the Buddhist notion of emptiness (sunyata) 
understood as universal relatedness. The work of Stcherbatsky is prominent in this regard.16 
Buddhist emptiness, when applied to the divine–human relation, is not acceptable to the Chris-
tian witness to the God of the Bible. Buddhist emptiness must be revised and reinterpreted in 
light of the Biblical witness to God as Becoming.

The personalistic “I-thou” character of the divine–human encounter in Christian faith is 
stressed in a way unknown in Buddhism because God’s self-revelation, as it is witnessed to in 
the Bible, is inseparable from the self-awakening of a human being. This awakening takes place 
within historical time. This encounter must be seen as a personal encounter within historical 
time rather than a mystic union with the Godhead that transports us beyond history. The pro-
phetic tradition of Judaism seems to preserve the element of mutuality between God and the 
human person more explicitly than Christian theology sometimes does. Martin Buber captured 
this tradition in these words: “you know always in your heart that you need God more than 
anything; but do you not know too that God needs you – in the fullness if His eternity, God 
needs you.”17

The concept of God as Becoming requires the reversal of the Aristotelian thesis concerning 
the metaphysical status of becoming. Whereas being is the act of becoming in ontology, becom-
ing is the act of being in hayathology. There is no such thing as an independent substance that 
needs nothing more to exist. The very eternity of the Godhead requires God’s Becoming in 
history. This is one of fundamental theses of hayathology.

Of course, the concept of God-with-us contains an element of transcendence as well as 
immanence. The dynamism of the divine–human encounter in the Biblical tradition cannot be 
understood sufficiently without the concept of divine distance and even exile from humanity. 
Rabbi Abraham Heschel once wrote that

The will of God is to be here, manifest and near; but when the doors of this world are 
slammed on Him, His truth betrayed, His will defied, He withdraws, leaving man to 
himself. God did not depart of His own volition; He was expelled.18

Heschel’s vivid sense of the exile of God from creation cannot be grasped adequately from 
within the traditional conceptual scheme of Christian theology where God’s transcendence 
of the world seems nothing more than a logical requirement of the metaphysics of Absolute 
Being. Heschel’s insight into the God of the Bible certainly cannot be grasped within a tradi-
tional Buddhist metaphysics where the “transcendence” of God is overcome in affirmations of 
the “true suchness” of all things in Zen and the doctrine of the mutual immanence of all things 
without hinderance (shi-shi wu ai) as taught by Hua Yen Buddhism. The Buddhist doctrines 
of dependent co-origination and emptiness are not adequate to the Biblical understanding of 
the divine–human relation in so far as they seek to overcome any genuine transcendence of the 
historical world and our ethical praxis within that world.

Can a hayathology show us how to incorporate the Buddhistic doctrines of pratitya-samut-
pada and sunyata in a more universal framework?

In his book Beyond Dialogue, John Cobb discusses the possibility that a Christian may accept 
the concept of sunyata as the ultimate reality, and at the same time worship the God of Chris-
tian faith as the ultimate actuality. The distinction Cobb makes between actuality and reality 
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is derived from Alfred North Whitehead’s metaphysics where God as an “actual entity” in his 
Process philosophy. Actual entities arise by means of a metaphysical process of “Creativity.”19

Though I appreciate Cobb’s proposal for thinking about Buddhism and Christianity as com-
plementarities, I can recommend neither sunyata nor Creativity as candidates for the ultimate 
reality. The alternative thesis that I propose here, which should be taken as a heuristic prin-
ciple, is that sunyata and Creativity are complementary transcendentals that serve to construe 
the God–world relationship. I understand “transcendentals” in the manner of Duns Scotus and 
other Medieval Christian philosophers as concepts that do not fit into the Aristotelian catego-
ries by reason of their greater extension and universality of application.20 They are predicable 
both of God and of the world. And moreover, I’m claiming that they can provide a helpful 
framework for a transcultural philosophical theology. Whereas the medieval theory of transcen-
dentals dealt mainly with “being” and “the One” under the overwhelming influence of the 
Aristotelian ontology, hayathology regards being as being/nothingness, and the One as the One/
many in their inseparability.

Moreover, Creativity and sunyata should be seen as complementary transcendentals. Both 
God and the world are sunyata (empty) as well as Creative. Emptiness signifies the infinite open-
ness of the topos of the nontemporal primordial divine–human relation that waits for actualiza-
tion. Creativity signifies the infinite openness of the process of the consequent divine–human 
relations as they arise in historical time. Hayathology aims at synthesizing the eternal and the 
temporal dimensions by construing God as Becoming. It recognizes that the two complementary 
transcendentals are required to express the topos and the process of the divine–human relation.

The importance of such transcendentals lies in the fact that they liberate Christian theology 
from the yoke of the Aristotelian categories. Although I consider Whitehead as a precursor 
of hayathology,21 I do not think that he was completely freed from the Aristotelian logic and 
its ontology. In Whitehead’s metaphysics, an actual entity constitutes the highest genus that 
includes both God and worldly occasions, and such a trans-categorial concept as Creativity 
was classified among the category of the ultimate. The claim that God and other actual enti-
ties belong to the same genus is fallacious and incompatible even within the perspective of 
Whitehead’s own metaphysics. The dipolar God in process theology should be reinterpreted as 
the God who reveals Himself in the primordial and the consequent relations rather than as the 
nontemporal actual entity with two natures.

A refusal of Aristotelian categories was characteristic of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity 
as well. Hayathology furthers this mode of thinking in such a way that the nondual but noni-
dentical relations among three persons of the Trinity can be universalized to the God–world 
relation and restricted to the Godhead. This universality, however, should not be confused with 
the universality of a genus. Just as “being” does not constitute a genus, so the meaning of an 
actual entity in Whitehead’s metaphysics cannot include both God and the world. In the tra-
ditional theory of the transcendentals, the eminent meaning of being is attributed to God, and 
the creature’s being is derived from it. Hayathology takes a more complex view of this matter. 
On account of the asymmetrical relation of God to the world, it is true to say that God’s being 
is eminently real, but on account of the inverse relationality of the world to God, it is equally 
true to say that the world is eminently real. The mutuality of God and the world is based, not 
on a third ultimate reality, out of which God and the world are manifest, but on the inverse 
relationality that the asymmetrical relation of God to the world necessarily involves.

We can return, now, to Takizawa’s theo-anthropology. His emphasis on irreversibility offers 
a deep insight into the asymmetry of the divine–human relation. Takizawa’s theo-anthropology 
is a protest against a monism that pretends to grasp God and the world within the same catego-
rial scheme.
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As such, it is a formidable critique of Nishida’s philosophical project. Yet Takizawa’s theory 
lacks Nishida’s sense of the reciprocity between God and the world in his understanding of 
God-with-us. The consequent divine–human relation is neither a reflection of, nor derivative 
from, the primordial sense of Immanuel. Rather it is in inverse relation to the primordial sense 
of Immanuel. The God who shows Himself at every time and place as absolutely antecedent to 
human subjectivity is, in one sense, an abstraction that should be actualized as the God who 
shows Himself as absolutely posterior to any human historical act of faith. The absoluteness that 
appears in the previously mentioned formulation always means a one-sided absoluteness. God 
is absolutely independent of the world whereas the world is relatively dependent on God in the 
primordial divine–world relationship.
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Introduction

By exploring the Christian ideas of Bernard Lonergan and the Buddhist thought articulated 
in the Lotus Sutra (Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019), this chapter asks the question of 
how human beings come to have authentic religious experience. Following an anthropological 
approach to seeking truth, it undertakes a comparison between Lonergan’s and the Lotus Sutra’s 
understanding of religious conversion as a trajectory of personal transformation culminating in 
the embrace of divine love/compassion.

Bernard J.F. Lonergan, SJ (1904–84) was a Canadian philosopher and theologian. His chief 
representative works are Insight (Lonergan 1992; originally published 1957, see Lonergan 1957) 
and Method in Theology (Lonergan 2017a; originally published 1972, see Lonergan 1972). Insight 
is based on the realization that the study of human understanding helps us map the fundamental 
structure of the world revealed to that understanding. Lonergan anticipated that through Insight, 
readers would be able to understand themselves. In Method in Theology, Lonergan focuses instead 
on the modality of individual self-understanding. Lonergan hoped that readers of Method in 
Theology would “find in themselves the dynamic structure” of their own intellectual and moral 
being (Lonergan 2017a: 4). While in Insight Lonergan deals with God’s existence and nature, in 
Method in Theology he explores God’s gift of his love (Lonergan 2016: 233).

Regarding religious experience that reflects a harmonious relationship of human beings 
with transcendent reality, Lonergan’s idea of “being-in-love”—the apex of the human capacity 
for self-transcendence—is particularly thought-provoking. For Lonergan, the analysis of the 
process of being-in-love is conscious and intentional, and applicable to all conscious human 
beings meaning that everyone can engage in this process. Even more interesting is how he 
directs readers’ attention toward engaging non-Christian traditions in his chapter on religion in 
Method in Theology.

The Lotus Sutra is one of the basic scriptures of Mahayana Buddhism. The time of its com-
position is unclear, but there is a diversity of views among researchers placing its appearance 
somewhere within a three-century period between 100 bce and 220 ce (Imoto 2000: 80–88). 
The Sanskrit title is Saddharma Pun. d.arīka Sūtra, meaning “The Sutra of the Lotus Blossom of the 
Wonderful Law” (Monier 1899: 631, 1137; Fuss 1991: 34–36). In ancient India, the lotus was 
thought to be the supreme and purest flower because it is rooted in mud but opens as a beautiful 
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flower unsoiled by the muck. Many varieties of Buddhism emphasize a religious experience 
that is a peaceful state of perfect liberation realized by adhering to the Buddha, the dharma, and 
the Sanga. Buddhists follow the teachings and practice them to transform the human heart and 
mind and attain true enlightenment. The Lotus Sutra declares that it reveals the Buddha’s eternal 
and comprehensive compassion that inspires all living beings to pursue the aim of embodying 
the Buddha’s universal compassion among living beings. It ultimately presents an ideal of uni-
versal salvation that transcends the differences between religions by converting every human 
being to religious love.

Looking at religious commitment in Lonergan, four constituent components are explored: 
(1) method as a conscious way of moving toward religious experience; (2) human beings as 
subjects of such experience; (3) conversion as a change of personality involving religious com-
mitment; and (4) God’s love as the foundation of religious experience.

In the Lotus Sutra, we find a variety of notions parallel to Lonergan’s ideas: (1) upāya or skill-
ful means, as a way of becoming aware of the Buddha’s true compassion; (2) non-self as the 
interdependent sense of identity for realizing such awareness; (3) conversion as a change in per-
sonality to the bodhisattva way for the salvation of all living beings intended by the Buddha; and 
(4) the Buddha’s compassion as the foundation of their lives. Juxtaposing religious commitment 
in Lonergan and the Lotus Sutra demonstrates how authentic religious experience can encour-
age people to achieve an all-encompassing humanistic and impartial love of all living beings and 
promises to illuminate paths through which they can contribute to world peace.

Bernard Lonergan’s Ideas: Method, Subject, Conversion, and Love

Method

Lonergan’s method focuses on practical inner activity on operations of intentional conscious-
ness. It is focused not on objects but on subjects and not on the exterior but on the interior 
operations of human beings. The subject involved is not merely a subject as natural but as exis-
tential as knower and doer. As it is concerned with interior operations.

When humans are engaged in a cognitive and existential enterprise, Lonergan’s method 
indicates “a normative pattern of recurrent and related operations that yield progressive and 
cumulative results” (Lonergan 2017a: 8). Within this understanding of method, distinct interior 
operations of human beings are interrelated, constituting a pattern that is the right way of doing 
a task. The operations also recur in a way that is not a mere repetition but a creative repeating; 
by reiterating a normative pattern, they create something new. Thus, the results of the opera-
tions are progressive and cumulative. The results become moments in which a breakthrough 
occurs in the enterprise, and then one moves on to the next phase of the problem.

Lonergan’s method is conceived “as a prior, normative pattern of operations from which the 
rules may be derived” (Lonergan 2017a: 10). Normative operations exist prior to any formal 
method; they are a means for yielding rules for particular methods. These epistemic operations 
are not merely applicable to particular fields of knowledge or spheres of activity, but to every 
aspect of human existence. His method will inevitably confirm this normative pattern of inte-
rior operations in every field.

The method is not a set of exterior rules, but rather an orderly arrangement of the interior 
operations of the subject, as well as the overarching structure of all conscious and intentional 
activities in ordinary human life. It is a “rock” (Lonergan 2017a: 22) on which there are clari-
fications and extensions of every human activity. The pattern of interior operations is divided 
into four levels: (1) empirical, (2) intellectual, (3) rational, and (4) responsible. Each level of 



Hiroshi Munehiro Niwano

482

operation yields qualitatively different modes of being a conscious subject. On the empirical 
level, there are the human senses with their five sense faculties: sight, hearing, smell, taste, and 
touch. On the intellectual level, human beings question and try to understand their experi-
ences. On the rational level, humans reflect on their understanding to evaluate and make judg-
ments about truth or falsity, certainty, and probability. On the responsible level, humans are 
concerned with themselves, their own operations, and their goals.

The basic pattern of interior operations is Lonergan’s “transcendental method” (Lonergan 
2017a: 17). Lonergan defines it as “a normative pattern of recurrent and related operations 
yielding cumulative and progressive results” (Lonergan 2017a: 17). Transcendental method takes 
human beings beyond the realm of questioning their limitations and brings them into contact 
with the limitless realm of God’s love. It is derived from the basic pattern of operations and is 
prior to all particular methods, unrestricted and comprehensive. The operation of transcenden-
tal method is “a matter of heightening one’s consciousness by objectifying it” (Lonergan 2017a: 
18). It is “not consciousness itself but the process of objectifying the contents of consciousness” 
(Lonergan 2017a: 12). It is necessary that we objectify consciousness to realize the transcen-
dental method.

The objectification of consciousness is “a matter of applying the operations as intentional to 
the operations as conscious” (Lonergan 2017a: 18). This objectifying involves four tasks. The 
first step has to do with experience; the second is about intelligence; the third has to do with 
reflection; and the fourth concerns responsibility. These four steps appear at each level as norms 
for the subject who is operating. At the first level, the operator is to be attentive; at the second, 
to be intelligent; at the third, to be reasonable; and at the fourth, to be responsible. These four 
levels constitute the process by which human beings advance in knowing and acting. In these 
four levels of consciousness, human beings operate to grasp data, to be intelligible, to know 
what is true and real, and to do what is good and valuable.

These four levels of consciousness also yield qualitatively different modes of intention, 
because they are related to the gradual emergence of a human self: the latter will change from 
empirical to intelligent, from intelligent to rational, and from rational to responsible. Each level 
opens up a new dimension of being. On all four levels, human beings are aware of themselves 
but, as they go from level to level, it is a “fuller self ” (Lonergan 2017a: 13) of which they are 
aware and the awareness itself is different. The notion of the self leads to the notion of transcen-
dental intentionality, which includes the notion of the dynamism of intentionality of human 
consciousness. That means human intentionality has a transcendental quality.

Subject

Regarding the subject, there are two types in the same subject. The first is the cognitional sub-
ject who is the subject as knower, as one who experiences, understands, and judges. The other 
is the existential subject, who is the subject as the doer who deliberates, evaluates, chooses, and 
acts. “By his own acts the human subject makes himself what he is to be, and he does so freely 
and responsibly” (Lonergan 2016: 68–69). The existential subject can create oneself through 
free and responsible decisions at the highest level of conscious and intentional operations. It is a 
subject as knower and doer affirming the goodness of humanity because it transcends the self—
the limit of concern to oneself—to enter the world of meaning and the world of transcendence. 
In Lonergan’s view, people who are merely cognitional subjects not only ignore what they have 
to do, but also cannot know what is truly valuable and good, and therefore worth doing. They 
lack the ability to understand, deliberate, and make judgments. If they learn what is worthwhile 
through intentional and conscious operations and the experience of religious love, they can 
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move to a higher level and become a subject that is a knower and a doer, affirming freely and 
responsibly the goodness of humanity and religiously embodying God’s love.

Conversion

Conversion is a change of the subject and of the horizon within which one grasps one’s world 
and the direction for the various developments that characterize one’s life. It occurs through 
intentional and conscious operations: attending, understanding, judging, and deliberating. 
While intellectual conversion occurs at the first three levels of consciousness and it entails a radi-
cal change to the knowledge of the truth, moral and religious conversions occur at the fourth 
level of consciousness, the level of deliberation, evaluation, and decision. The fourth level is the 
existential level. After passing through the three previous levels, on the fourth level, one decides 
to turn oneself into an authentic subject and to put truth into action. Conversion improves one’s 
understanding, informs one’s judgments, and strengthens one’s decisions.

Conversions occur “only inasmuch as a man discovers what is unauthentic in himself and 
turns away from it, inasmuch as he discovers what the fullness of human authenticity can be 
and embraces it with his whole being” (Lonergan 2017a: 254). The elimination of the unau-
thentic comes through intellectual, moral, and religious conversions. Intellectual conversion is 
the transition of a subject to a new horizon of knowing what is true. Moral conversion is the 
subject’s change to a new horizon that enables the subject to do what is truly good. Religious 
conversion is a change of a subject to a new horizon of loving others, which is based on God’s 
love. If someone attains authenticity through conversion, this authenticity generates another 
authenticity. With faith in God, the existential subject intentionally and consciously changes 
and develops his or her personality to another level of authenticity.

All three kinds of conversion have to do with self-transcendence (Lonergan 2017a: 226–
227). In accord with self-transcendence, conversion moves from the intellectual through to the 
moral level and finally toward the religious that is to become a being-in-love with God. At this 
final stage, one is finally aware of the gift of God’s love. Full conversion is not “just the initial 
stages of religious, moral, and intellectual conversion but also the ongoing course of develop-
ment to which conversion commits one” (Lonergan, 2017b: 238). That commitment is realized 
by loving others.

Love

The fruit of self-transcendence and religious conversion is the complete fulfillment of conscious 
intentionality as being-in-love with God (Lonergan 2017a: 105). It is the flood of God’s love 
into one’s heart that gives the deepest joy, radical peace, and fundamental love of neighbor, with 
which God takes human beings into salvation in this real world. God’s love flooding into one’s 
heart means that the one who is a being-in-love comes to be conscious of the dynamics of God’s 
love within his or her own heart.

God’s gift of love causes our experience of being-in-love with God. When one falls in 
love with God, one becomes—so to speak—a being-in-love with God; at that point he or she 
reaches an awareness of God’s love flooding the human heart through the Holy Spirit (Loner-
gan 2017a: 101; Rom. 5:5). This is thanks to what the Thomist tradition calls operative grace 
(Lonergan 2017a: 270). At the same time, Lonergan also discusses the role of cooperative grace. 
Cooperative grace is an integration of the divine and the human. This is a “gradual movement 
towards a full and complete transformation” (Lonergan 2017a: 226) to the embodiment of 
God’s love in actual life. To have such experience is to realize the dynamic state in one’s own 
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“act of love, hope, faith, and repentance,” because the principle of these is “grace as coopera-
tive.” (Lonergan 2017a: 270).

A state of being-in-love is the ultimate precondition for knowing God’s love, because God’s 
love responds to being-in-love. It belongs to the highest level of human consciousness. This 
consciousness transcends the horizon of human knowledge and opens a new vision in which 
human values and knowledge are transformed (Lonergan 2017a: 103, 2004: 175–176).

The embodiment of the experience of God’s love is a self-surrender. According to Lonergan, 
“all love is self-surrender” (Lonergan 2017a: 101). In the family, parents pour love into their 
children. In society, members do things for other members and for the benefit of all. And when 
one becomes a being-in-love with God, one’s self-surrender is “total and permanent” (Loner-
gan 2017a: 226). The one who is religiously converted becomes a being-in-love “without con-
ditions, qualifications, reservations” (Lonergan 2017a: 226). The subject of religious conversion 
is self-surrendered, not partly but totally, which is the dynamic state of being-in-love.

Self-sacrificing love is the fundamental way to represent God’s love. The meanings of Christ’s 
sacrifice on the cross and of the Eucharist are symbols of a sacrificial attitude of not only Christ 
but can also serve as exemplars for other members of society (Lonergan 2011: 43–45). These 
meanings have to be realized in concrete human life by loving others with self-sacrificing love. 
As Christ’s sacrifice is a model of loving others, one who falls in love loves in a mode in which 
one “does not shrink from self-sacrifice and suffering” (Lonergan 2017a: 272). Authentic love 
has the power to accept suffering.

For society, self-sacrificing love is indispensable, because “such love can undo the mischief 
of decline and restore the cumulative process of progress” (Lonergan 2017a: 54). Lonergan 
emphasizes that the arrest of moral decline of humankinds will not come from worldly power 
but through a religious approach, through love capable of individual self-sacrifice.

Being-in-love with God is the summit of intentional operations and of conversions through 
which an existential subject appears and puts self-sacrificing love into practice, realizing God’s 
love within the world in individuals and communities. The love of God is the other-worldly 
love that is supreme love (Lonergan 2017a: 40). Since “all love is self-surrender” (Lonergan 
2017a: 101), those who become beings-in-love with transcendent reality do turn from them-
selves to the salvation of others and can, therefore, develop meaningful relationships with all 
human beings. They become authentic through awareness of having God’s love in their own 
hearts and through embodying it for the benefit of all human beings and the entire world.

The Lotus Sutra’s Ideas: Skillful Means, Non-self, Conversion, and 
Compassion

This section explores the Lotus Sutra’s notion for religious commitment through four ideas: (1) 
skillful means, (2) non-self, (3) conversion, and (4) compassion, which parallel Lonergan’s four 
components of religious commitment (method, subject, conversion, and love).

Skillful Means

For understanding religious experience in the Buddhism of the Lotus Sutra, it is important to 
recognize the concept of skillful means because it indicates the process of attaining the crucial 
point of establishing a relationship between the Buddha and living beings. Upāya, “means” or 
“expedients” in English (Monier 1899: 215), is an abbreviation of the Sanskrit term upāya-
kauśalya, which is most often rendered “skillful means” in English (Pay 2003: 9) in the case of its 
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appearance in the title of the second chapter of the Lotus Sutra—“Skillful Means.” Despite this 
title, chapter 2 teaches that the ultimate intention and purpose of the teaching of the Buddha 
goes beyond skillful means. From the beginning of his teaching career, the Buddha has used 
nothing but skillful means. At the time of preaching the Lotus Sutra, the Buddha reveals this for 
the first time. In the Lotus Sutra, he preaches only his real intention, which he tells the assembly 
is leading all living beings to enter the bodhisattva path to become buddhas. This is the ultimate 
purpose of the Buddha’s teaching.

The dynamism of skillful means is related to the wisdom and compassion of the Buddha 
(Ogawa 1990: 154). In Buddhism, skillful means is thought to be “the self-expression of the 
Dharma” (Fuss 2002: 117), from which Buddha’s wisdom acts on living beings as compassion. 
Skillful means appears as a concrete method or way of expressing the Buddha’s dynamic com-
passion in the living beings’ world.

In Mahayana Buddhism, skillful means is a talent of both the Buddha and bodhisattvas. It 
becomes a means of connecting the goal of Buddhism with the unenlightened condition of 
living beings. The Buddha and bodhisattvas, utilizing skillful means, guide living beings to ulti-
mate enlightenment. It can be said that skillful means is also the method by which living beings 
make the compassion of the Buddha real active in this world.

Non-self

In Buddhism, non-self is one of the most important concepts for living beings to understand the 
Buddha’s real intention that is based on his compassion and wisdom. Early Buddhism teaches 
the notion of non-self as meaning abandoning a sense of “mine” and driving out recognition of 
“one’s possessions” (Nakamura 1993: 8–17). To abandon attachment to possessions and give up 
all selfishness is the meaning of non-self, the ideal aim of the Buddhist.

In Buddhism, all things are understood to be impermanent (Hirakawa 1993: 394). The 
human mind is no exception: it is impermanent, and its subject is always changing. The teach-
ing of impermanence is logically taught as including non-self, but from the practical viewpoint, 
one has to continue to negate oneself in order to recognize what is the true self in the actual 
world. The true self is not a substance but a mode of being in which human beings recognize 
they themselves are conduits of the Buddha’s compassion, at one with him as well as all living 
beings. If one continues self-negation, the enlightened part of the true self appears.

The teaching of non-self evolves into a teaching directed toward unity of self with truth. 
The more humans strive to make the true self appear, the more it tends to disappear. Namely, 
the more they try to understand the self, the more they get them away from the true self, 
because they are objectifying it, trying to grasp the self from outside (Hirakawa 1993: 394). On 
the other hand, when they merely give themselves over to the Buddha and simply follow him 
effortlessly without anxiety, the self naturally becomes one with the true self (Hirakawa 1993: 
394–395). The practice of the dharma in which consciousness of “I” does not exist reveals the 
true self (Nara 1993: 130; Hirakawa 1993: 384). Furthermore, non-self is thought as an appear-
ance of the compassion of the Buddha (Nishitani 1970: 17). The heart in which there is the 
total negation of self becomes filled with the Buddha’s compassion. In this sense, the action of 
self-negation itself is derived from the compassion of the Buddha.

The Lotus Sutra, especially chapters 10 and 20, teaches that one cannot attain true enlighten-
ment by seeking only his or her own benefit, but through action for the benefit of others. The 
Sutra places comparatively more stress on action for others’ salvation. This is seen as the practice 
of non-self, as it were self-negation.
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Conversion

In Lotus Sutra Buddhism, there are two types of conversion. The first is seen from the begin-
ning of the first turning of the dharma-wheel (Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 80–83) 
right after the Buddha’s enlightenment, by which the Buddha calls living beings to convert to 
the Buddha’s teaching for emancipation from all worldly desires and distress. The Lotus Sutra 
declares that the Buddha began teaching by using skillful means that were intelligible and acces-
sible because the Buddha’s enlightenment itself is beyond human language. Through this initial 
turning of the wheel, however, living beings cannot yet attain full enlightenment, as they cannot 
yet understand the Buddha’s real intention.

The second turning of the wheel of the dharma taught in the Lotus Sutra is the second type 
of conversion. After over 40 years following the first turning of the wheel of the dharma, the 
Buddha teaches in the Lotus Sutra that a buddha appears in the world for one great cause alone 
(Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 65–68). The Buddha calls all living beings to convert to 
the Buddha’s real intention, namely, to embody the Buddha’s wisdom and compassion.

At the level of the first conversion, the Buddha’s disciples are taking the Buddhist path to 
attain enlightenment, but such enlightenment is different from the Buddha’s (Fujita 1975: 357). 
On the other hand, the second conversion in the Lotus Sutra is seen in those who take respon-
sibility for their actions. When the Buddha said that he appeared in this world with the sole 
purpose to guide all living beings to become buddhas, the disciples were deeply impressed by 
this real intention that reveals the Buddha’s compassion. Through the second conversion, they 
become truly aware of the compassion of the Buddha. Those who convert to the Buddha’s real 
intention realize that they themselves need to embody the Buddha’s wisdom and compassion 
for guiding all living beings to the true enlightenment.

Compassion

The original meaning of Buddhist compassion is seen in the Sanskrit terms maitrī (Monier 1899: 
834) and karunā (Monier 1899: 255). Maitrī means a spirit of friendship, or giving pleasures or 
joy to others (Nakamura 2000: 572). Karunā is interpreted as taking away the suffering of oth-
ers. In the first chapter of the Sutta-Nipāta, there is a section called “Loving-kindness” (Nor-
man 2001: 19–20), which teaches that Buddhists should love all living beings with the same 
heart as a mother who loves her children without any reservation or thought for her own life 
(Norman 2001: 19). In Buddhism, maitrī is described in this way as pure love (Nakamura 1994: 
19, 156) comparable to maternal affection toward one’s children. On the other hand, karunā is 
considered a human feeling that stems from the common recognition that all of us carry human 
sorrow on our shoulders (Masutani 1996: 200–202). Those who understand the virtue of maitrī 
can shed tears for all living beings. The shedding of these tears is the virtue of karunā. This is 
Buddhism’s concept of compassion.

In Mahayana Buddhism, compassion is also sometimes divided into three types: moral com-
passion and two types of Buddhist compassion (Nakamura 1994: 105–120). Moral compassion 
is caused by human intention to give others satisfaction. The first of the two types of Buddhist 
compassion is caused by the Buddha’s teaching to enter the Buddha’s way to attain enlighten-
ment primarily for oneself. The second type of Buddhist compassion is a compassion of unity 
with the Buddha, which appears in perfect compassionate self-denial. When disciples have 
converted to this type of compassion, they intentionally negate themselves to unify with the 
Buddha. Then they put the Buddha’s compassion into concrete practice and make it real for 
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the world. In the Lotus Sutra, the Buddha teaches this unity, when he says “You should know, 
Shariputra, that from the beginning I made a vow, desiring all living beings to be my equals, 
with no distinctions between us” (Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 71). What the Buddha 
of the Lotus Sutra wishes is to unite with all living beings.

In the Lotus Sutra, compassion is regarded as a religious love that requires no compensation. 
It should be like parents’ pure love for their children. In chapter three, the Buddha says that he 
is the father of this world, and all living beings are his children (Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 
2019: 101–120). Those who receive and keep the Lotus Sutra should think of the Buddha as 
their compassionate parent. This feeling brings into relief a family-like intimacy between the 
Buddha and all living beings.

The Lotus Sutra declares that it reveals that the Buddha is not only the Shakyamuni Buddha 
who was born in this world, but also the primordial Buddha who had become enlightened in 
the beginningless past. This is called “the infinite lifetime of the Original Buddha” (Niwano 
2002: 249; Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 276–284). Having an infinite lifetime, the 
Buddha explains even his death is a skillful means to save living beings. If human beings think 
that the Buddha is always here to help them, they will depend too heavily on him. But if they 
cannot meet the Buddha, or depend on him, they will change and earnestly seek the Buddha, 
and they will also acquire a strong sense of responsibility. They would have become aware of 
being responsible of their own lives (Kanno 1999: 172–173). By using his “transcendent pow-
ers” (Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 281), the Buddha desires to save all beings. The 
Buddha does not only want mere temporary salvation, such as someone who wants to get out 
of a difficult situation, he also wants complete and lasting salvation for all living beings. This is 
the Buddha’s great compassion.

The response of human beings to the Buddha’s great compassion is also described in the 
Lotus Sutra. In chapter 16, we can find the expression “cherish and long for [the Buddha],” 
(Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 282) describing how human beings wish “with all their 
hearts to see the Buddha even at cost of their lives” (Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 
282). This is an expression of human desire to have the entirety of their lives influenced by 
him (Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 281–284). When human beings become aware of 
the Buddha’s compassion, they want to respond to it with all sentient beings’ lives. Then their 
personality will be fulfilled.

When living beings can understand the Buddha’s great compassion, they naturally experi-
ence great joy because the consequence of their fulfillment appears as great joy (Shinozaki, 
Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 58, 83). This joy encourages Buddhist practice, especially the prac-
tice of the bodhisattva. Bodhisattvas are those who know the Buddha’s compassion and those 
who “regard all living beings with great compassion, [and] think of tathagatas [buddhas] as their 
kindhearted fathers” (Shinozaki, Ziporyn, and Earhart 2019: 252–253). In the human world, 
the concrete exercise of the practice of compassion appears as acts of parent’s love for all their 
children. Those who have already converted to the Buddha’s compassion are intentionally and 
responsibly loving others like this. They become aware of themselves as children of the Buddha 
who cherish and long for the Buddha and also gain awareness that they share the same mission 
as the Buddha, to bring salvation to all living beings.

Since the Buddha’s ultimate intention and compassion is taught in the Lotus Sutra, if human 
beings have faith in the Lotus Sutra, they can have religious experience of the Buddha’s compas-
sion and can embody his compassion in this world for the purpose of achieving universal peace. 
It is important for human beings to know and realize the Buddha’s compassion, not only for 
themselves but also for others’ and for the salvation of the whole world.
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Convergence of Processes to the Other-Worldly Love

Lonergan and the Lotus Sutra develop notions of method and skillful means in very different 
times and cultures. Lonergan’s method is discovered through a scientific exploration of human 
consciousness. The state of being-in-love is seen as an extension of method. Skillful means, on 
the other hand, is a concept derived from a religious text in which the Buddha’s real intention is 
revealed. The Buddha used skillful means as methods to actualize his compassion in the world. 
However, both method in Lonergan and skillful means in the Lotus Sutra address the process 
of increasing one’s knowledge and acting responsibly in the context of the interior operations 
of the subject. Lonergan’s transcendental method and the Lotus Sutra’s skillful means represent 
human interior activities. Although the notion of self-transcendence derived from Lonergan’s 
transcendental method and the Mahayana method of skillful means do not completely coin-
cide, both outline ways to lead human beings to become aware of religious love by proceeding 
through levels of consciousness and intentionality.

According to both Lonergan’s understandings of precariousness and Buddhism’s basic teach-
ing of impermanence, there is always the possibility that human beings could progress toward 
their goal or regress. Since human life is precarious, people need to be subjects of their own 
lives. It is necessary for human beings to become aware of themselves and to act responsibly with 
their own intentionality and consciousness in order to control their own lives and to advance 
human life. A human being is the subject of one’s fulfillment and authenticity.

Regarding the experience of the other-worldly love, the foundation is human beings as 
operators of method and skillful means, respectively. Human beings need to be subjects who 
can objectify their experience and be responsible for themselves. They need to be aware of this 
responsibility for their own experience and must consciously change their horizons to attain 
other-worldly love.

As to the processes of method and skillful means, religious experiences occur to human beings 
unexpectedly moving toward becoming beings-in-love with transcendent reality. Thus, they 
suddenly become aware that the transcendent reality always loves all human beings. Through 
those unexpected experiences of other-worldly love, human beings can attain an unexpected 
outcome, the fulfillment that brings joy and peace. Joy and peace are considered a driving force 
of human progress. Gaining joy and peace, people make progress toward fulfillment.

Comparison of Religious Experiences as States of Being-in-Love

It should be made clear that, in different religious contexts, the ultimate object of conversion 
is not the same. Lonergan’s idea of conversion describes distinct stages of the development of 
human interiority, while the Lotus Sutra’s idea of conversion foregrounds different kinds of Bud-
dhist practitioners. Various religions provide religiously and culturally different models of religious 
experience.

However, both Lonergan’s and the Lotus Sutra’s ideas of conversion to religious love involve 
human desire for other-worldly love. In Lonergan’s conception, although religious conversion 
results in a human heart with God’s love, conversion occurs as a consequence of the conscious and 
intentional operations of human beings. In the Lotus Sutra’s formulation, while the Buddha wants 
all living beings to become buddhas, the desire to attain supreme enlightenment is the primary 
factor for conversion. In both Lonergan and the Lotus Sutra, once people experience religious 
conversion, they can know that God or the Buddha always loves every human and living being 
without exception, and they finally become responsible subjects who continually love all human 
and living beings. This is the authentic relationship of human beings to transcendent reality.
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Lonergan and the Lotus Sutra each have their own model of religious experience. According 
to Lonergan, being-in-love is fully manifested in falling in love with God. Religious experience 
is the experience of God’s love and God’s gift of his love. In the Lotus Sutra, the compassion of 
the Buddha is portrayed as a familial intimacy. The relationship of Buddhists with the Buddha is 
described as one of cherishing and longing for him, which is like the feelings of children who 
adore their parent. Each state of being-in-love with God in Lonergan, and of cherishing and 
longing for the Buddha in the Lotus Sutra, is an encounter of human beings with other-worldly 
love. This is a religious experience and a model for human beings’ authentic relationship with 
transcendent reality, and it can also be seen as an exemplar of the authentic relationship of 
human beings with other people and beings, and communities.

Evidence of the human heart’s awareness of other-worldly love is the embodiment of love or 
compassion in people’s attitudes and actions. According to Lonergan, all love is self-surrender. 
Therefore, to make the love of God concrete in actual human life, human beings should cat-
egorically self-surrender without expecting anything in return, just as God loves human beings 
first. On the other hand, in the Lotus Sutra, converts become bodhisattvas who exercise the 
Buddha’s compassion in the world for the salvation of others in their ordinal life.

In both faiths, people confronted with suffering need not intend to eliminate it. Since the 
purpose of faith is the full realization of God’s love or the Buddha’s compassion, suffering would 
become a key point to realize the authentic love or compassion. By knowing God’s love or 
embodying the Buddha’s compassion, suffering is eliminated from the human heart and mind 
before its absence is even noticed. In other words, salvation in the other-worldly love is a more 
important matter than the elimination of suffering.

The state of being-in-love with God and the state of cherishing and longing for the Bud-
dha are at the highest levels of harmony between religiously converted persons. Other-worldly 
love influences the human heart to love others and the world, thus leading them to true salva-
tion. The state of being-in-love cannot be embodied without its application in actions in one’s 
ordinary life. Ultimately, every practitioner’s experience of being-in-love is not only geared 
toward the achievement of individual fulfillment and authenticity, but it also seeks to establish 
an authentic and harmonious new world.
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Buddhist-Christian dialogue involving members of the Kyoto School of philosophy has to be 
distinguished from conversations among believers and representatives of both religions,2 because 
dialogue on the philosophical level is rather abstract. Moreover, philosophical interlocutors may, 
or may not, adhere to a religious faith. Nishitani Keiji (1982, xlix) of the Kyoto School stated 
that even though he deals with Buddhist concepts such as “emptiness,” this does not mean 
that he has adopted a certain Buddhist position: “I have borrowed these terms only insofar as 
they illuminate reality and the essence and actuality of man.” This applies in different degrees 
also to Nishida Kitaro and Tanabe Hajime, from whom the “Kyoto School” originates. Their 
preference for Buddhist metaphysics and methods, however, permits us to speak of a predomi-
nantly “Buddhist” school of thought. On the other hand, their main Christian interlocutors in 
Japan, the philosophers Hatano Sei’ichi and Muto Kazuo as well as the historian Ariga Tetsu-
taro, argued on abstract levels while being active church members. Considering this peculiar 
exchange, we may cautiously speak of a philosophical Buddhist-Christian dialogue. When the 
Kyoto School became “well known in connection with the Buddhist-Christian encounter,” as 
Joseph S. O’Leary (1987, x) stated, the dialogue must be essential for understanding the Kyoto 
philosophy itself. Therefore, I present here a methodical attempt to read these interlocutors 
synoptically. The present chapter focuses on the exchange within Japan because it is fundamental 
also for later international developments; moreover, it is not as well known internationally as the 
later dialogues in Western languages. Owing to space limitation, only the six scholars previously 
mentioned will be introduced whereas others are mentioned rather briefly. The last section will 
sketch the transition from the conversation in Japan to the international discussion.

When during the second half of the nineteenth century Western powers forced Japan to 
open the country for trade and other exchange, its leaders fostered a rapid “modernization” 
which was, in fact, “westernization.” This simultaneously triggered resentment and nationalistic 
reorientation in certain circles. The emergence of the Kyoto School since the early twentieth 
century has to be understood in this historical context, both as a positive reception of Western 
thought as well as a criticism of it. The term itself appeared initially in 1932 in a newspaper 
article titled “The philosophy of the Kyoto School” (Heisig 2001, 3). It denotes Nishida’s and 
Tanabe’s philosophies, both teaching at Kyoto Imperial University, as well as those of their 
students, such as Nishitani Keiji. As Heisig (2001, 5) explains, “It was hardly a ‘school’ in 
the ordinary sense of the term, but rather the kind of spontaneous academic vitality that so 
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often emerges around great thinkers.” These philosophers learned European languages and read 
intensively in Western philosophies past and present; some also studied in Germany. At the 
same time, they were well acquainted with their own Sino-Japanese traditions of thought and 
literature, especially with Buddhism. Hence, they were fully equipped for an intellectual and 
sometimes ideological exchange with Western and also Christian thought. Their position was 
based on Mahayana-Buddhist “philosophy of nothingness” or “emptiness,” and their criticism 
was directed against Western metaphysics, especially ontology. In their methodology, they pro-
ceeded from Hegel’s dialectics to Buddhist logic such as a double negation or the “self-identity 
of absolute contradictories.”

Nishida Kitaro (1870–1945)

The Kyoto School is based on the philosophy of Nishida Kitaro, who taught in Kyoto between 
1910 and 1928 and whose work is considered to be “the first genuinely original Japanese philos-
ophy of the modern period” (Viglielmo 1983, 15). Since he pursued a critical Auseinandersetzung 
with Western philosophy and theology, communication with Japanese Christians emerged natu-
rally and later also with foreign philosophers and theologians. Nishida had grown up in central 
Japan.3 His father was the head of a village, and his mother a believer of True Pure Land Bud-
dhism (  Jodo shinshu). In his youth, he loved reading classical books from his grandfather’s library. 
He left school because of a conflict, but studying hard privately, he managed to enter Tokyo 
Imperial University as a special student in 1891. After graduation in 1894, he became a teacher 
at several schools, while continuing his studies. Upon the advice of his friend Suzuki Daisetsu 
(1870–1966), he practiced zazen, which triggered the Zen Buddhist influence on his philosophy.

His publications made him known in the philosophical world of Japan. In 1910, he was 
appointed assistant professor for philosophy at Kyoto Imperial University. In the next year, his 
first major work Inquiry into the Good (Zen no kenkyu) appeared. Nishida (1990, 80 f  ) attempted to  
interrelate God, human beings, and the world to each other by rejecting supernaturalist, panthe-
ist, deist, and theistic models because they were caught in the subject–object split.4 According to 
Nishida (1990, 79), God “dissolves the distinction between subjectivity and objectivity.” Nishida 
used here the traditional Japanese word kami (local or clan deity) for “god.” However, he pre-
supposed the Christian notion of a monotheistic, universal, omnipresent, and omniscient deity 
(Nishida 1990, 168), which Protestant missionaries had introduced to Japan only a few decades 
earlier after having adopted kami as translation for their God. In contrast to the supernaturalist 
understanding of God’s transcendence, Nishida (1990, 81) stated: “The religion of India of the 
distant past and the mysticism that flourished in Europe . . . sought God in intuition realized in 
the inner soul, and this I consider to be the deepest knowledge of God.” He referred to Jakob 
Boehme’s God as Ungrund and to Cusanus’s Deus absconditus. Nishida envisaged a middle-way 
between these two approaches by applying a double negation: “God is not completely (mattaku) 
nothing(ness) (mu); however, God is certainly not mere nothing(ness). . . . [O]nly because he can 
become nothing, there is no place where he is not and no place where he does not act.”5

Nishida applied a similar dialectic also to human persons, thereby referring to St. Paul, when 
writing:

“It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.” [Gal. 2, 20] This is feeling all one’s 
corporeal life nailed to the cross and then trying to live solely in accordance with God. 
. . . Christ said, “He who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.”

(Nishida 1990, 149 f; Mt. 10, 38)
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For Nishida (1990, 153), “the relationship between God and human beings” constitutes reli-
gion. He refuted the functionalist use of religion only for one’s benefit (Nishida 1990, 150). 
Accordingly, he perceived the “purest form of religion” in Christ’s statement: “He who finds 
his life shall lose it, and he who loses his life for my sake will find it” (Nishida 1990, 154; Mt. 
10, 39). Since Nishida’s main concern was to overcome the subject–object split, he interpreted 
Genesis 3 as follows:

People exist together with God, and this is what is referred to as the Garden of Eden. 
As consciousness differentiates and develops, subject and object oppose each other. . . . 
[W]e are separated from God, and the Garden is forever closed to Adam’s descendants.

(Nishida 1990, 151)

Further Nishida (1990, 158) treated the relationship of God and creation as follows: “The 
universe is not a creation of God but a manifestation of God.” As in his anthropology, in his 
cosmology he rejected any objectification, that is, to treat the cosmos as a mere object being 
separated from the subject. The same applies to his “theology”:

although God is personal we cannot view God as identical with our subjective spirit. 
God should rather be compared to the state of pure experience6 in which there is no 
separation of subject and object. . . . Christ said that those pure in heart shall see God 
and that one who is like a little child shall enter heaven; indeed, in these cases our 
heart is closest to God.

(Nishida 1990, 164; Mk. 10, 15; Mt. 18, 4)

Nishida (1990, 168) here referred to Christian “negative theology”: “Such thinkers as Nicholas 
of Cusa stated that God transcends both being and non-being and that while God is being, God 
is non-being as well.” And vice versa: “Non-being separate from being is not true non-being” 
(Ibid.). To avoid objectification, that is, the reduction of God to an object, Nishida envis-
aged interdependence: “Just as there is no world without God, there is no God without the 
world” (Ibid.). This means a unity between “consciousness and its content” (Ibid.). Accordingly, 
Nishida (1990, 170) interpreted Biblical narratives in cognitive terms:

The fall of humans occurred not only in the distant time of Adam and Eve, but is 
taking place moment by moment in our minds. . . . In terms of Christian legends, 
salvation through Christ exists precisely because of Adam’s fall, and in all of this the 
infinite love of God becomes clear.

Hence, Nishida (1990, 172) rendered Jesus’s parable of the “prodigal son” as follows:

Those who do not know sin cannot truly know the love of God, and those who 
have no dissatisfaction or anguish cannot comprehend the depths of spirituality. Sin, 
dissatisfaction, and anguish are necessary conditions for the spiritual advancement of 
humanity. . . . Christ transformed sin and anguish into something beautiful and sacred.7

The task of “true religion” is to pursue the “transformation of the self and the reformation of 
life” (Nishida 1990, 149f  ). Moreover, mutuality is at work universally since “reality develops 
through contradictions and conflicts” (Nishida 1990, 171).
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In Inquiry into the Good, Nishida affirmed crucial teachings from the Bible, especially those 
posing a stumbling block (skandalon) for ordinary ways of thinking. In his Introduction to Practical 
Philosophy (1940)8, Nishida commented on Kierkegaard’s Practice in Christianity as follows:

Christian faith lies in the fact that the son of the carpenter, whose mother is Mary and 
whose brothers are called James, etc., is God. Therein lies the stumbling block; one 
believes or does not believe it. . . . It is the absolute paradox.9

Nishida did not stop here but generalized the Christian “paradox of the God-man” as follows: 
“as the self-identity of absolute contradictories it must be the fundamental fact of the origin of 
the historical world” (Muto 2012, 208; NKZ X, 121).

Whereas in his early publication, Inquiry into the Good, Nishida used many examples from 
the Judeo-Christian tradition affirmatively for his argument and treated Asian cultures and reli-
gions as parallel with the former, in later writings, he tended to polarize Eastern and Western 
thinking (cf. Nanbara 1942, 295) and to devaluate the latter. This significant change occurred 
in the sociopolitical context of an increasing Japanese nationalism during the 1930s.10 In his 
essay “The Forms of Culture of the Classical Periods of East and West Seen from a Metaphysical 
Perspective” (1935), for example, Nishida (1969, 29f  ) stated: “The religion of India opposed 
both Greek philosophy and the Judeo-Christian religion by taking the profoundest idea of 
nothingness [mu no shiso] as its basis.”11 And “the idea of being (u) is at the root of Western cul-
ture, while the idea of nothingness (mu) is at the root of Eastern culture” (Nishida 1969, 43). In 
this way, Japan became for him “a culture of nothingness.”12 Such nationalist polarization was 
accompanied by his new terminology in which he declared nothingness an “idea” (shiso), which 
now was absolutized in the expression “absolute nothingness” (zettai mu). This is in contrast to 
the attempts at reconciliation, mediation, or parallelization as we see in his early period. Nishida 
(1969, 45) stated:

The God of the Jews was thought to exist at the beginning of the historical world; it 
was the God of the creation of heaven and earth. . . . I refer to Christian culture as a 
philosophy of being.

He presupposed that European ontology was static, a view which his Christian interlocutors 
questioned.

Apart from introducing his metaphysical “philosophy of nothingness,” Nishida’s second 
innovation was to use the Mahayana Buddhist logic of affirming and negating two matters 
simultaneously (soku-hi). He introduced an “inverse correlation” or “self-identity of absolute 
contradiction” over against the West’s so-called “objective logic,” such as Hegel’s dialectics 
(Heisig et al. 2011, 663). In his Logic of Place and the Religious Worldview (1945), he wrote:

The real absolute is a “self-identity of absolute contradiction.” This is the only way 
we can describe God in logical terms. God faces himself in the manner of an “inverse 
correlation” as absolute self-negation, and contains absolute self-negation within itself; 
it exists in and of itself, and precisely because it is absolutely nothing, it is absolutely 
being. Being absolutely nothing and being, God is omnipotent and omniscient. This 
is why I say: “Because there is Buddha, there are sentient beings, and because there are 
sentient beings, there is Buddha. The created world exists because God the Creator 
exists; God exists because the created world exists.” This kind of view should not be 



Dialogue and the Kyoto School

495

taken as similar to [Karl] Barth’s conception of God as absolute transcendence. Nor is 
it pantheistic. . . .

The absolute always has its existence in its own self-negation: the real absolute 
becomes the relative. .  .  . In this sense, God is thoroughly immanent. Thus, God 
does not exist anywhere in this world and yet there is nowhere where God does 
not exist.

Buddhism describes this paradox in the logic of “soku-hi”. . . . God that is merely 
transcendent and self-content is not a real God. God must be thoroughly character-
ized by kenosis or self-emptying. [Phil. 2, 5–11] The truly dialectical God is totally 
transcendent-and-immanent, immanent-and-transcendent. As such, God is the real 
absolute. It is said that God created the world out of love. God’s absolute love must be 
essential to him as his absolute self-negation.

(Heisig et al. 2011, 662)

When in the last sentence Nishida says, “it is said that .  .  .”, he does not reveal his source. 
Since the formulation “God created the world out of love” does not appear in the Bible, but in 
Hatano’s (1988, 120 f  ) Time and Eternity, which was published originally in 1943, that is, two 
years before Nishida’s Logic of Place and the Religious Worldview, in all likelihood Nishida received 
this notion from his Christian colleague. The same applies also for theological terms from the 
Greek New Testament, such as kenosis and agape (Heisig et al. 2011, 662 f  ), which Hatano 
(1988, 112–116; 126f; 138) had explained in his book.

Tanabe Hajime (1885–1962)

In his attempts to counter the challenges of Japan’s modernization and Westernization, Tanabe 
Hajime shifted the focus from Nishida’s preoccupation with cognition and the individual to the 
sociopolitical challenges. For this purpose, he developed a “logic of the species” (shu no ronri), 
which in his view solved the conflict between the individual (or individualism) and the society 
or state. Tanabe had grown up in a schoolteacher’s family in Tokyo,13 studied mathematics and 
natural sciences, and then concentrated on philosophy of science. His dissertation was titled 
“Research on Philosophy of Mathematics,” and the doctorate was conferred by Nishida at 
Kyoto Imperial University in 1918. The following year, Nishida invited him to become assistant 
professor in the Department of Philosophy. From 1922 to 1924, Tanabe studied in Berlin and 
Freiburg where he became acquainted with Heidegger. He continued to teach in Kyoto and 
succeeded Nishida after his retirement in 1927. When he published an essay in 1930 criticizing 
his mentor directly, however, they became estranged forever.

During Japan’s nationalist period, Tanabe followed the political trend. In an essay on the 
“logic of the species,” he stated: “In the sense in which the nation achieves unified form as an 
absolutely mediated unity of the [species] and the individual in religion, the nation is the only 
absolute thing on earth” (Heisig 1994: 282; THZ 6: 145). Tanabe asserted “that our nation is 
the supreme archetype of existence and that, as a union of objective spirit and absolute spirit, it 
manifests the absolute as a Buddha-embodiment” (nirmanakaya) (Ibid.; THZ 7: 32). The philo-
sophical notion of the absolute turned here into an absolute conception of nation.

Nanbara Shigeru (1889–1974), a renowned political philosopher at Tokyo Imperial Uni-
versity and a Christian, criticized Tanabe publicly 1942 in his book Kokka to shukyo (“State 
and religion”) for absolutizing the nation (or race, minzoku) as “species” (shu), thereby divin-
izing the Japanese state in a similar way as the Nazis did with their totalitarian state; only a 
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“community” (kyodotai) of “individuals as autonomous creatures” can be the basis for a global 
order of mankind.14

When in 1944 “the fortunes of war had turned against Japan and the nation was under the 
increasing threat of direct raids and attacks,” Tanabe’s (1986, xlix f  ) thinking began to change. 
As a philosopher, he felt torn between the necessity to aid the people in such times of anxiety 
(thereby necessarily criticizing the government for its mistakes) and the danger of being disloyal 
to the country. Since he could not solve this dilemma, he fell into despair for being unable to 
fulfill his task. At this moment, the following happened:

In the midst of my distress I let go and surrendered myself humbly to my own inabil-
ity. I was suddenly brought to a new insight! My penitent confession – metanoesis 
(zange) – unexpectedly drew me back on my own interiority and away from things 
external.15

The acknowledgment of his own “powerlessness and lack of freedom” led him to “a philosophy 
that is not a philosophy: philosophy seen as the self-realization of metanoetic consciousness. It is no 
longer I who pursue philosophy, but rather zange that thinks through me” (Ibid.; cf. Gal 2, 20). 
This meant that philosophy

on the one hand, . . . has arisen from the vestiges of a philosophy I had cast away in 
despair, and on the other, it maintains the purpose of functioning as a reflection on 
what is ultimate and as radical self-awareness, which are the goals proper to philosophy.

(Ibid.)

Subsequently, Tanabe (1986, li) described this “philosophy as metanoetics” in Pure Land 
Buddhist terms as a “philosophy to be practiced by Other-power (tariki).” Tanabe (1986, liii) 
had already read Shinran at an earlier stage because his student Takeuchi Yoshinori (1913–2002) 
had encouraged him to do so. From now on, he became engaged in the philosophy of reli-
gion. In 1945, he retired and in 1946, he published his Philosophy as Metanoetics.16 With his 
new philosophy, Tanabe (1986, lviii) aimed at a “logic of absolute criticism,” and “through the 
deconstruction of the Western philosophy,” he “attempted a reconstruction from a metanoeti-
cal point of view.” Thus, his pre-war East–West polarization continued well into the postwar 
period. At the same time, the “absolute criticism” and “deconstruction” was not applied to 
Japanese thought, and his “repentance” did not refer to Japanese war atrocities in neighboring 
Asian countries.

After having studied Shinran’s Kyogyo shinsho, Tanabe turned to Christianity and published 
the book Dialectics of Christianity (1949), in which he called for a “Second Reformation” of 
Christianity by “returning” from St. Paul’s kerygma of the risen Christ back to Jesus’s original 
message of God’s Kingdom (THZ X, 17). Later, in his Introduction to Philosophy (1952), he 
retracted this call (THZ XI, 536f  ). Muto Kazuo (2012, 206f  ), a Christian student of Tanabe 
and later professor at Kyoto University, described his teacher’s path shifting between Buddhism 
and Christianity:

The unusual thing is that Tanabe’s way of refocusing his interest at each turn involved 
his whole personality and all his powers, and had all the earmarks of a “quest for the 
way” (gudo). In that sense, Tanabe was extremely existential in his engagement with 
religion. In the case of Christianity, he even confessed, probably under the influence of 
Kierkegaard, that he was a [“Christian in the making”] (ein werdender Christ).
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In comparison, Muto (2012, 207f  ) characterized Nishida’s attitude toward Christianity as more 
detached:

We cannot detect here the passionate character of Tanabe’s existential religious quest. 
In Nishida’s case, too, we find criticism of Christian theism, but it is surprising to see 
how he is far more affirmative than Tanabe, toward the essence and truth of Chris-
tianity as he finds it. For instance, with regard to the paradox of the God-man, this 
core of Christian faith, Nishida .  .  . thinks that precisely this paradox expresses the 
fundamental truth of reality itself.

Hatano Sei’ichi (1877–1950)

The conversation between Kyoto School philosophers and Christians started institutionally 
with Nishida’s initiative to invite Hatano Sei’ichi17 to assume the chair for Religious Studies in 
the Faculty of Letters at Kyoto Imperial University in 1917, that is, two years before Tanabe’s 
employment. “Religious Studies” implied also philosophy of religion. Hatano had studied phi-
losophy at Tokyo Imperial University from 1896 to 1899 and became lecturer at what is today 
called Waseda University in 1900. Already at the age of 24, he published his Outline of the His-
tory of Western Philosophy, which was widely read. From 1904 to 1906, he studied philosophy 
and theology in Berlin and Heidelberg under Adolf von Harnack, Ernst Troeltsch, and others. 
He became recognized as an expert of the history of European philosophy, philosophy of reli-
gion, and early Christianity. In 1908, he published The Origin of Christianity, which marks the 
beginning of Japanese scholarship on Christianity, and later published his important Philosophy 
of Religion and Time and Eternity.

After Hatano’s appointment to the chair for Religious Studies, the next and most important 
institutional setting for the exchange between Christians and the Kyoto School was the estab-
lishment of the “Second Chair for Religious Studies – Christian Studies” in the same faculty. 
Through Hatano’s efforts, this new chair was endowed by a Christian donor in 1922,18 an effort 
that was supported by Nishida and other colleagues. Hatano held both chairs until his retire-
ment in 1937. The establishment of this second chair for Christian Studies and the personal 
intellectual communications within the faculty constitute the immediate context in which the 
“texts” of Buddhist-Christian dialogue at Kyoto University have to be read. To the best of my 
knowledge, this has not yet been investigated sufficiently.19

The peculiar situation of Japanese Christian academics during the early twentieth century is 
characterized by the fact that many shared the criticism of modernization qua Westernization 
with their Buddhist colleagues as long as it did not concern Christianity. However, Hatano and 
his successors to the chair for Christian Studies, as well as their students, were not fully accepted 
by Japanese theologians from Christian universities mainly because most of them shared Karl 
Barth’s verdict regarding the philosophy of religion.20 Hence, they faced challenges both from 
their predominantly Buddhist colleagues on the faculty and the Barthian theologians from 
other universities. Subsequently, they developed an apologetics or “responding theology” (Muto 
1959) in various forms, which I would like to call the “Kyoto tradition of Christian Studies” 
(Repp 2012, 15). Because of the intellectual exchange within the faculty, the publications by 
the members of the Kyoto School and those by the professors of Christian Studies should not 
only be read separately, as has been done up to now, but more comprehensively as continuous 
communications—even though authors may not quote each other. In the following introduc-
tion to the first three professors of Christian Studies, Hatano, Ariga Tetsutaro, and Muto Kazuo, 
I attempt to undertake such a synoptic approach.
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Hatano (1988, xv) understood Time and Eternity (1943) as a further development of his 
Philosophy of Religion (1935). He began with the fundamental “experience” of the “temporality 
of human life” by explaining: “[A]s soon as the present comes into being, it passes away into 
non-being [hi-sonzai]. The incessant flux or transience is called time” (Hatano 1988, 1–3). This 
resembles the basic Buddhist notion “impermanence,” but he did not use its Japanese term mujo. 
When introducing “eternity” as the “overcoming of time,” Hatano (1988, 12) clearly distin-
guished his thought from Nishida’s. Whereas “timelessness” is “a simple negation of time,” the 
overcoming of time through eternity is different: “Although eternity and time are contradictory 
in nature and the eternal being remains always in [transcendency (choetsu-sei)] to the natural-
cultural life, yet the former is immanent in the latter” (Hatano 1988, 148, 150; HSZ IV, 472). 
This argument resembles Nishida’s co-relational method. Hatano (1988, 63; HSZ IV, 361) 
treats death as the “radicalization” (tettei-ka) of temporality: “[T]emporality can be overcome 
only by conquering death and contrariwise, the conquering of death is accomplished only by 
[overcoming] temporality.”

Hatano (1988, 63; HSZ IV, 385) understood god (kami) as an “all-inclusive, unifying abso-
lute real one (or person)” (zettai-teki jitsuzai-sha). He frequently used the Chinese character sha 
(mono) for “person”21 or “agent” in other compounds as well, such as the “absolute one” (zettai-
sha), thereby clearly distinguishing his philosophy from Nishida’s neutral “absolute nothingness.” 
He calls such religious worldview “theism” (u-shinron), which he claimed is pursued universally 
“in past and present, in East and West” (HZS IV, 385). Thereby, Hatano established a philosophy 
of religion in distinction to Christian theology, and he avoided an East–West polarization. His 
“theism” clearly contradicts the Kyoto School, which bears important implications for anthro-
pology and ethics: when god is perceived as “absolute subject,” “the human subject may be 
able to participate in the self-realization of the cosmic reality” (Hatano 1988, 83). Christianity 
and other religions teach “that the human subject will become [trans-]temporal through unity, 
fellowship or communion with another [trans-]temporal reality – god – by means of contem-
plation or intuition [chokkan].”22 “Fellowship” or “community” (kyodo) plays an important role 
for Hatano.23 He went on to explain: “Love is a subject’s community of life (sei no kyodo) with 
one another (tasha)” (HSZ IV, 412). Hatano (1988, 113, 116) distinguished eros as direct “self-
realization” from agape, which is “selfless” and cares for others. Even though the concept of 
agape originates in Christianity, Hatano (1988, 112) generalized, it is “found everywhere in life.” 
After all, “God’s love” is the source, which “makes human love possible” (Hatano 1988, 121).

His emphasis on theism not only shapes his anthropology, social view, and ethics, but also 
his cosmology. This can be seen when Hatano (1988, 120) applied the notion of love to God’s 
creatio ex nihilo: “God’s love is this kind of creation, i.e. an act of evoking being (u) out of noth-
ingness (mu).” As previously noted, Nishida may have received this notion from Hatano. Many 
religions teach this kind of cosmogony. Hatano (1988, 122 f  ) argued that creatio ex nihilo does 
not mean “that at first there was nothingness (mu), then God worked upon it and created being 
out of it,” because then his work would be seen in terms of a temporal sequence. Just as he 
attributed to “eternity” the metaphysical priority over transiency or time, Hatano (1988, 123; 
HSZ IV, 439 f  ) also affirmed the priority of “creation” over nothingness:

both being and nothingness are established all at once by the act of creation. But nothing-
ness is simply a secondary element which penetrates into being and weakens its content. 
As the absolute gives the character of the subject . . . to the human subject by the over-
coming of nothingness, it remains in its absoluteness. Indeed, we can even say that by 
establishing [simultaneously nothingness and being, which conquers nothingness], and in 
the fellowship coming from [this process], the absolute one establishes itself as absolute.



Dialogue and the Kyoto School

499

Hatano turned Nishida’s metaphysics of nothingness upside down.

True eternity can be actualized only in and by agape. It is only in the possibility of the 
fellowship with the absolute other [zettai-teki tasha] that eternity is realized. . . . Eternity 
establishes itself in such an unexpected feature of life that the subject which has been 
entirely reduced to nothingness entrusts or gives up all its being to the power of love or 
[to the power] of the other [tasha no chikara] and thus comes to find its existence and life 
from and in the other. . . . The only way that leads us to the eternal world is to give up 
everything to the other without relying on our own power [mizukara no chikara] and to 
become an empty vessel that obediently accepts the grace given by the other.

(Hatano 1988, 126 f  )

Although Hatano alluded here to the “self power” (  jiriki) and “other power” (tariki) of Pure 
Land Buddhism, he drew clear linguistic distinctions for his philosophy of religion by using 
different Japanese expressions. He then proceeded from “love” to “faith” (shinko), which is 
the “human answer to the calling of god’s love” (Hatano 1988, 132). “[S]uch a mutual fellow-
ship between holy personalities” accomplishes eternity (Hatano 1988, 139). Since eternity is a 
“world without sin,” “repentance” is necessary, which is a “work of God’s salvation” (Hatano 
1988, 155, 158). Forgiveness is an act of God’s love. Hatano (1988, 158) explained: “Repent-
ance can be performed only in relationship with the eternal which is perfectly delivered from 
temporality.” Whereas Tanabe mixed Buddhist and Christian terms for “repentance” and did 
not name an “other” in repentance, Hatano applied Christian terms (kui, kaigo) and envisaged 
“others” through his ethics of love based on theism.

After having explained “love” and “faith,” he introduced a third religious attitude, “hope” 
(cf. I Cor. 13, 13), in order to clarify the eschatological character of eternity. Hatano (1988, 
168) combined present and future eschatology. As to the anthropological implications, he dis-
tinguished between the immortality of the soul and the resurrection of the body. The latter 
implies also resurrection of the person and signifies “the fulfilment of creation” (Hatano 1988, 
163, 166). This enables also the “core of eternal life, namely the love of God and of man, the 
living and the resurrected dead.” The previously emphasized community of persons becomes for 
Hatano (1988, 168) the communio sanctorum. It is very likely that Tanabe discovered this notion 
of communion in Hatano’s Time and Eternity, after the death of his wife in 1951.24 At the end 
of his book, Hatano first rejected the rationalist criticism of “the popular belief that we may be 
able to meet again in the other world.”25 Then he concluded:

[I]n the coming world, both the men and the things of this present world and their 
fellowship may cease to exist as they are now. But their content (the content of culture 
and . . . nature) will be saved from perishing when it is restored from nothingness to 
being through the Eternal’s recollection and it will create and enrich the eternal love 
which is all and embraces all, as well as an imperishable life which links man with God 
and man with man.

(Hatano 1988, 174)

In summary, Hatano pursued a critical dialogue with Nishida by using some of his terminol-
ogy such as “nothingness” or “self-realization,” his epistemological term “intuition,” and his 
early dialectical logic. However, at the same time, Hatano did so by clearly expressing religious 
notions from his Christian background, such as eternity, creation, theism, I-thou, etc. Over 
against the Kyoto philosophers’ claim that “being” should be perceived as static, according to 
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Hatano (1988, 142), Aristotle understood it as dynamic. In distinction to Nishida’s individualis-
tic “intuition” and Tanabe’s social “species,” he emphasized the “community” of persons. Over 
against their tendency to polarize Eastern and Western worldviews, he attempted to design a 
universal philosophy of religion. Hatano’s (1988, 172) criticism of Tanabe’s nationalism may be 
found in the following statement:

To attempt to grant its own eternity and deliverance from death by its own power to 
culture and its history will all be ended in failure. Human culture and human history 
should end and be drowned in the abyss of death and destruction as time comes to 
an end.

The next passage may be read as Hatano’s (1988, 122) metaphysical critique of Tanabe and 
Nishida:

The Holy one is such an absolute [real one] [zettai-teki jitsuzai-sha]. . . . Therefore, it has 
no other being outside itself. If it had, it would simply be the absolute in itself. But 
the absolute that lives by itself and stays in its self-sameness will, after all, turn into 
vanity, just as when a circle is enlarged into infinity, its center will cease to operate as 
such and disappear. Therefore, the absolute [must] possess something outside [itself].26

The metaphysical basis for the Kyoto School always remained “nothingness” or “emptiness.” For 
Hatano, however, a personal God constitutes such a fundament.

Ariga Tetsutaro (1899–1977)

After Hatano retired 1937, his student Matsumura Katsumi taught as a lecturer for the chair in 
Christian Studies, whereas Nishida’s student Nishitani Keiji lectured in Hatano’s first chair for 
Religious Studies. In 1946, however, both were purged for political reasons.27 In 1948, Ariga 
Tetsutaro became the second full professor of the chair for Christian Studies.28 He had studied 
theology at Doshisha University (Kyoto) and then at the University of Chicago, Columbia 
University, and Union Theological Seminary. Starting in 1926, he taught at Doshisha School of 
Theology. In 1943, he obtained a doctorate for his thesis “Research on Origen” at Kyoto Uni-
versity, Faculty of Letters. When he was invited 1948 to teach at this faculty, he had to change 
fundamentally from “theology” to “Christian Studies” in respect to methods and content, 
because state universities require the separation of religion and scholarship. Whereas Hatano had 
accomplished this by developing a “philosophy of religion” with a Christian background, Ariga 
was an expert in Patristic studies and taught Christian Studies as a historical discipline. Since he 
focused his research on the transition of early Christianity from its Jewish context to the Hel-
lenistic world, he paid attention to the Hebrew copula hayah (becoming, occurring, acting) in 
distinction to the Greek einai (being). On the basis of Thorleif Boman’s Das hebräische Denken im 
Vergleich mit dem Griechischen (1952), Ariga developed a “hayatology” which, in his view, formed 
European Christianity together with Greek ontology. From this perspective, he questioned the 
Kyoto School’s stereotype of “Western” thought:

According to a certain opinion, which has almost become a prevalent theory in this 
country [Japan], Christianity represents “being” while Buddhism represents “nothing-
ness” as negation of being (or, rather, negation of negation of being). . . . The basic 
structure of Christian thought is to be found neither in “being” nor in “non-being” 
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but in hayah. The negation of hayah may be called nothingness, but only in the sense 
of emptiness or powerlessness.

(ATC V, 439)

Later, Ariga (1984, 272) identified his opponents more clearly:

When Buddhists criticize Christianity, they often raise the problem of Christians 
adopting a theory on the existence of God. From this perspective, Christianity as a 
religion of “Being” is contrasted with Buddhism as a religion of “Non-Being.” But, 
if Christianity does not affirm both God and Being in parallel, then this argument 
becomes untenable, for such a critique presupposes the proposition (in Christianity) 
that God is Being.

Ariga (1984, 275) went on to argue that

in the Hebraic mind, movement and stillness . . . are conceived as one fundamental 
unity, for, by tracing movement back to its origin, one arrives at stillness, while a sta-
tionary situation is thought to be the end result of movement.

The locus classicus of hayah is Ex 3, 14, which renders God’s name as ehyeh asher ehyeh. How-
ever, its translation “I am who I am” (RSV) does not make sense, as Ariga (1984, 279) explained:

(A)s God is something always active, it is natural [that] the imperfect form, “ehyeh,” be 
used, and, moreover, in the first person, because God is active as the absolute subject. 
. . . The situation is not conceived of as one in which first the subject exists and then 
is active, etc. Rather it is that within its activity the subject reveals himself. One might 
say that the subject is none other than the activity and that the activity is none other 
than the subject. However, one must not take this to mean simply that God exists 
within phenomenal processes. It is instead that divine work means something entirely 
different than the past-like activity of phenomena.

This way of thinking does not imply the subject–object dichotomy that the Kyoto School 
attempted to tackle. According to Ariga (1984, 286), the expression creatio ex nihilo is not found 
in the Bible. When Paul writes that God “gives life to the dead and calls into existence the 
things that do not exist.” (Rom 4, 17), it means: “The central core of creation thought here lies 
clearly in the fact that the living God creates life.” The initial problem in Christian thought is 
not being or non-being (to on; to ouk on): “When something relating to nothingness or non-
being is raised as an issue, it is, properly speaking, as Nichtigkeit [nihility or vanity of (our) being] 
rather than Nichts [nothingness as a metaphysical matter]” (Ariga 1984, 286). Elsewhere, he 
argued: “[W]here there is no philosophical concept of ‘being’, it is impossible for the problem 
of . . . being and non-being to be taken up for discussion” (ATC V, 443).

Ariga’s criticism of the Kyoto School’s basic position seems to me the most fundamen-
tal contribution to this philosophical Auseinandersetzung. It shows that the different forms of 
metaphysics in Buddhism and Christianity are not simply based on their teachings, but first of 
all, on the cultures and languages out of which they emerged. Ariga acknowledged also that 
communications between Buddhists and Christians lead to mutual self-reflections of their basic 
notions, even though “theism” remains difficult to be grasped by the former and “nothingness” 
by the latter (ATC V, 342–343).
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Nishitani Keiji (1900–90) and Muto Kazuo (1913–95)

Nishitani became well known through his Religion and Nothingness (1961, English 1982) in 
which he discussed “nihilism” as an outcome of Western science and atheism. In Nishida’s view, 
since Christianity is not able to tackle such serious problems, only Buddhist philosophy can do 
so. This is because Buddhism’s notion of “emptiness” (ku) can overcome nihilism through radi-
cal negation. He replaced “nothingness” deriving from Daoism by the Indian Buddhist term 
sunyatta. Now, Muto Kazuo, Tanabe’s student and Ariga’s successor, called Nishitani the “most 
fearsome critic of Christianity” (Repp 2012, 13). As colleagues, they became friends (they used 
to play Go together), and Nishitani publicly recommended that Muto’s writings be translated 
into English (Repp 2012, 2). As a philosopher of religion trained in the Kyoto School and well 
versed in theology, Muto was very likely the Christian interlocutor who led the most compe-
tent dialogue with the Buddhist philosophers. He considered the encounter between Buddhism 
and Christianity to be a creative process arising in the “between” (aida) of the two religions. 
In doing so, he avoided religious and national polarizations without diminishing differences.29 
One remarkable feature of his work is that Muto (2012, 144–148) frequently descended from 
the lofty heights of the abstract philosophy of nothingness or selflessness (muga) to the existen-
tial lowlands of the “selfless self ” (muga no ga). He clearly distinguished the metaphysical and 
anthropological notions of selfless(ness), which was not always the case with other members of 
the dialogue.

Toward an Internationalization

Translations of Japanese texts into European languages were the first steps toward an internation-
alization of this Buddhist-Christian dialogue. The next developments were fostered by institu-
tions outside Kyoto University. After having assumed their academic posts, in 1952, Christian 
graduates of Kyoto University, Muto, Kuyama Yasushi (1915–94), Kitamori Kazo (1916–98) 
and others, established the “Christian Academic Fraternity” for a spiritual and intellectual reori-
entation of the country after the defeat in the Pacific War and during Japan’s democratization 
under U.S. occupation. In 1962, they founded the International Institute for Japan Studies as a 
platform especially for Nishitani to develop his philosophy in search for the country’s new task 
internationally.30 They published the results of their seminars and symposia in Japanese and 
English, for example, about “Democratic education” or “Modernization and tradition in Japan” 
(cf. Nishitani 1969), as well as Nishitani’s Nihilism (1966) and Culture and Religion (1969), and 
Muto’s Kierkegaard (1967). “International” meant a friendly “exchange between the cultures of 
East and West” (Repp 2012, 22). Whereas this institute’s impact was limited mostly to Japan, 
two other institutions achieved more international outreach.

Ariga Tetsutaro became director of the N.C.C. Center for the Study of Japanese Religions 
(Kyoto) and editor of its journal Japanese Religions (  JR) in 1962. Owing to his studies in Amer-
ica, he was able to foster an exchange between foreign theologians and philosophers on the 
one hand, and Japanese Buddhists on the other hand, including Kyoto School philosophers.31 
He was the first one to encourage Abe Masao (1915–2006) to publish an English version of his 
Japanese article under the title “Buddhism and Christianity as a Problem of Today.” Ariga helped 
him to translate it for publication, clarified critical issues in the following number, and invited 
readers to submit comments.32 The enormous response was published subsequently as “Sympo-
sium on Christianity and Buddhism – A Reply to Professor Abe” (  JR 4 (1 and 2)). Contribu-
tors to this virtual symposium were Charles Hartshorne, Winston King, Hans Waldenfels, and 
others. The exchanges focused on “religion and science” and “nihilism and atheism”—themes 



Dialogue and the Kyoto School

503

that Abe had inherited from his teacher Nishitani. The lively discussion continued and was pub-
lished in JR well into the late 1970s. When Ariga retired as the N.C.C. Study Center’s Director 
in 1965, his successor Prof. Doi Masatoshi (1907–88) continued to foster this kind of dialogue. 
Since he had studied in America like his predecessor, he became a respected leader in inter-
religious dialogue, not only contributing to, but also encouraging, promoting, and facilitating 
dialogues internationally.

Parallel to the Abe-related international discussions, other members of the Kyoto School, 
who had a higher profile in Japan,33 contributed to the N.C.C. Study Center’s seminars and 
publications. These included Nishitani, Takeuchi, Muto, and others. Partial translations of Tan-
abe’s Metanoetics were published first in JR (1967, 1971) with Ariga’s linguistic help, as well as 
an article by Nishida (1969). The N.C.C. Study Center’s pioneers in interreligious dialogue 
stimulated young Japanese and foreign intellectuals to become involved. For example, Jan Van 
Bragt (1926–2007) became familiar with dialogue under Ariga’s and Doi’s guidance when he 
was research student at Kyoto University (1965–7) and began to translate Nishitani’s Religion 
and Nothingness (Van Bragt 2000, 5–7). He observed that “the Roman-Catholic tradition has 
been almost completely neglected” in this dialogue at this time (Van Bragt 1966, 55), but he, 
Hans Waldenfels, and others corrected this imbalance. Van Bragt (1966, 50–51) mentioned also 
the fundamental problem of intercultural communication when interreligious dialogue is con-
ducted internationally. In comparison, most American participants of the discussion with Abe 
did not know Japanese, which caused considerable problems of understanding.34

The third institution known for fostering dialogue with the Kyoto School is the Nanzan 
Institute for Religion and Culture in Nagoya. Jan Van Bragt became its first Director (1976–91) 
who contributed considerably through translations and symposia. Notably, the conference pres-
entations on Nishida and Tanabe by Muto, Nishitani, Takeuchi, Ueda Shizuteru, Waldenfels, 
and Van Bragt himself were published in Japanese as “Absolute nothingness and God” (1981). 
Van Bragt’s successor, James Heisig, wrote several books in English on the Kyoto School, and as 
editor of the Nanzan Studies in Religion and Culture, he also published translations of books by 
Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani.

The biggest step toward internationalization of the dialogue with the Kyoto School occurred 
in several conferences in North America. After John Cobb had entered the discussion in JR 
in 1978, Doi helped him to organize an “interfaith dialogue” conference in Claremont 1979 
and published the presentations of Abe, Cobb, Heinrich Ott, and Waldenfels, along with his 
own in JR (1980). In 1981, David Chappell organized the conference “East-West Religions 
in Encounter” at the University of Hawai’i (  JR 12 (3) 1982). Doi was again involved from 
the beginning (Van Bragt 2000, 7). In 1982, he initiated the “Japan Chapter of the East-West 
Religions Project” (later renamed “Japan Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies”), became 
its first President, and launched a series of conferences in Japan. In 1984, David Chappell 
and George Tanabe organized the second conference “East-West Religions in Encounter” in 
Hawai’i, where Abe, Cobb, John Hick, Hans Küng, and many others gave presentations. In his 
report about it, Notto Thelle (1984, 39 f; cf. 1982, 56), the Associate Director of the N.C.C. 
Study Center with solid intercultural experience, observed that the “internationalization” of 
Buddhist-Christian dialogue by now had led to a “Western dominance” and an English “lan-
guage imperialism.” Therefore, he suggested, subsequent conferences should include presenta-
tions in Asian languages. During the third conference organized in Berkeley 1987, the “Society 
for Buddhist-Christian Studies” was founded, which publishes the journal Buddhist-Christian 
Studies and organizes dialogue meetings also with Kyoto School representatives.

Meanwhile in Europe, the exchange with the Kyoto School was conducted predominantly 
in the German language. Ueda Shizuteru (1965) had written his dissertation on Meister Eckhart 
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at Marburg University and later was invited, for example, to the Eranos conferences. Schol-
ars like Hans Waldenfels (1976) and Johannes Laube (1984) conducted their research on the 
Kyoto School in Japanese and therefore could evaluate critically publications by theologians 
who lacked adequate linguistic knowledge, such as Fritz Buri in his Der Buddha-Christus als der 
Herr des wahren Selbst (1982).35

Conclusions

Nishitani once remarked, according to Doi (1970, 52), that the Buddhist-Christian dialogue had 
been started by Christians, and the Buddhists still needed to respond accordingly. Our investiga-
tion shows that this may be true for postwar Japan, but already during the prewar period, Nishida 
certainly had initiated this challenging and fruitful exchange through his philosophy as well as 
through his support of establishing the chair for Christian Studies in the Kyoto University. Dur-
ing the 1910–30s and 1945–60s, the Buddhist philosophers of the Kyoto School took up the 
critical exchange with Christian colleagues because they were searching for their own identity 
and position in an increasingly globalized world. The Japanese Christian scholars responded by 
clarifying essential beliefs, metaphysical frameworks, and linguistic fundaments of their religion.

Since the 1970s, the Buddhist-Christian exchange involving the Kyoto School changed 
when international conferences for Buddhist-Christian dialogue were organized in North 
America. At that point, the concerns and challenges of the interlocutors began to differ con-
siderably from those in the Japanese context. In addition, the focus of themes shifted in these 
discussions. Western scholars were looking for new ideas and alternative methods to rejuvenate 
their traditional philosophies and theologies. Hence, the intra-Japanese conversations and the 
international Buddhist-Christian dialogues involving the Kyoto School have to be distinguished 
even though they are somehow connected.

Another important difference between the national and international discussions lies obviously 
in the fact that the conversations of the Kyoto School philosophers with Japanese Christians were 
conducted in the same native language, whereas the international dialogues were facilitated mostly 
through those Japanese and foreigners who were bilingual. However, many non-Japanese engaged in 
this dialogue did not seem to realize that intercultural communication is the conditio sine qua non for 
a proper interreligious understanding. Unfortunately, the intra-Japanese conversations of the Kyoto 
School have been largely neglected during the internationalization period. Still, they deserve proper 
research to gain better understanding of this School as well as of the Japanese Christian contributions.

Notes
 1 The author is grateful to Dr. Galen Amstutz for English corrections and helpful suggestions, as well as 

to Prof. Thomas Cattoi and Prof. James Frederick for their careful editing of this chapter.
 2 Cf. Repp 2000, 2017.
 3 For this section, see Pörtner 1989.
 4 He had inherited this aim from European philosophy.
 5 NKZ I, 99 f. Author’s translation because Abe and Ives render the wording anachronistically “God is 

absolute nothingness [zettai mu].” (Nishida 1990, 82); Nishida used this expression only later.
 6 Later Nishida replaced it by “intuition” (chokkan).
 7 To counter misunderstandings, he clarified: “Sin is despicable, but there is nothing in the world as 

beautiful as a sin for which one has repented [kui-aratame]” (Ibid.; NKZ I, 195).
 8 Years (in brackets) following titles designate their first appearance. The list of references contains only 

quotations.
 9 Muto 2012, 208; NKZ X, 21. Muto (2012, 201) remarked that Tanabe stumbled over an “essential 

skandalon.”
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 10 Nishida (1969, 41 f; 49; NKZ VII, 445) in this time clearly displayed nationalist rhetoric.
 11 The “concept of nothingness” applies to Mahayana Buddhism and not generally to the “religion of India.”
 12 Nishida 1969, 39. Apart from generalizations, Nishida (1969, 38) used stereotypes such as a pure “Japa-

nese race,” thereby neglecting Korean immigrants and the indigenous Ainu.
 13 For Tanabe’s life, see Heisig 2001, 107–110.
 14 Nanbara 1942, 299–301; cf. Barshay 1988, 104–107.
 15 Tanabe 1986, l. He used here the Christian Greek term together with the Buddhist one (he was not 

precise in employing Buddhist and Christian terms), whereas Nishida (1990, 172) had employed the 
Japanese Christian word kui-aratame. Tanabe turned here to Nishida’s interiority of the individual, 
which he had earlier criticized.

 16 Tanabe (1986, lx; cf. Muto 2012, 183) criticized the contemporary call for repentance popular among 
politicians for their hypocrisy.

 17 For Hatano’s life, see HSZ VI, 3–10; Hatano 1988, i–xiv.
 18 Repp 2012, 9–17. The division between state and religion prevented the establishment of a chair for 

theology.
 19 Heisig (2001) ignores Hatano and the chair for Christian Studies completely, and Heisig et al. (2011) 

fail to mention the context of Hatano’s work.
 20 Muto 2012, 93–110, 178, 201.
 21 Cf. Hatano 1988, 116.
 22 Hatano 1988, 95. For “intuition,” see Nishida 1987.
 23 See Nanbara’s previously mentioned criticism. For Hatano’s student Matsumura (1962, 1), “fellowship” 

means the Christian koinonia (community).
 24 Cf. Muto 2012, 198. The communio sanctorum is bound together by love (Hatano 1988, 139). Tanabe’s 

“trinity of love” may also derive from Hatano (1988, 101–153; Muto 2012, 198).
 25 Hatano 1988, 174. This is found also in Pure Land belief.
 26 Italics by author. Tanabe (1986, 73) and Nishitani (1982, 146) later used the same metaphor of the 

circle.
 27 Nishitani was reinstalled in 1952. Matsumura became Professor at Kwansei Gakuin where he contin-

ued his engagement in interreligious dialogue.
 28 For this passage, see Repp 2012, 11f.
 29 Muto 2012, 104f. Accordingly, Muto (2012, 57) balanced the process of indigenization of Christianity 

in Japan as “de-Westernization” through simultaneously emphasizing the ecumene.
 30 Repp 2012, 17–26. Ariga wrote about this time: “Now that old authorities have fallen to the ground, 

the Japanese mind has no criterion ready whereby it may appraise things coming from outside and re-
appraise things that are already here” ( JR 1 (3) 1959, 9).

 31 See documentation of his work in JR of this time.
 32 Abe 1963a, 11, 1963b, 43f. They knew each other since 1948 ( JR 4 (1) 1964, 3).
 33 The esteem Abe enjoys abroad owing also to his English proficiency differs from that within Japan. 

Muto told me that Abe used to interview him on Christianity to prepare for the next dialogue by jot-
ting down the lesson like a pupil in school.

 34 Cf. Abe 1966, 27–29.
 35 See their reviews in Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie Vol. 27 (1987).
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Introduction

Strictly speaking, the Buddha’s final nirvān․a (parinirvān. a/parinibbāna) and the death of Jesus 
are incommensurable events. The Buddha’s final nirvān․a marks the complete cessation of an 
individual process, the process of suffering (duh.kha/dukkha), a technical term that encompasses 
physical and emotional suffering as well as existential dissatisfaction and the fact of being subject 
to further rebirth, disease, old age, and death. In contrast, Jesus’s death is one important part of 
God’s plan of salvation, a plan that includes not only Jesus’s death but also his incarnation, resur-
rection, exaltation, and second coming at the end of times.

It would be a mistake to consider Jesus’s death and the Buddha’s final nirvān․a as functionally 
equivalent. The Buddha’s final nirvān․a does not perform any salvific function and believing in 
its historicity is not required to be a Buddhist. The death of Jesus, on the other hand, performs 
a soteriological function and believing in its historicity is a fundamental tenet of the Christian 
faith. Another important difference is that the Buddha’s final nirvān․a is an end in and of itself, 
whereas Jesus’s death is oriented toward his resurrection. The resurrection of Jesus could per-
haps be compared to final nirvān․a in that both entail the end of mortal existence, but even this 
similarity would be highly misleading. The resurrection of Jesus presupposes the beginning of 
a new life and the immortal existence of the risen Christ as well as the promise of eternal life 
for all who believe in him, whereas the Buddha’s final nirvān․a, at least according to early Bud-
dhist texts and the Theravāda school, does not presuppose the immortal existence of anything 
or anyone. This lack of an explicit affirmation of immortality, however, does not mean that 
the Buddha’s final nirvān․a entails “annihilationism,” a view consistently rejected by all forms of 
Buddhism. Without approaching the extremes of eternalism (śāśvatavāda/sassatavāda) and anni-
hilationism (ucchedavāda), the Buddha teaches the middle way of interdependent origination, 
that is, the conditioned arising and cessation of suffering.

It would be a betrayal of early Buddhist teachings to say anything about the status of the 
Buddha after his final nirvān․a. As the Sutta-Nipāta affirms:

When a person has gone out, then there is nothing by which you can measure him. 
That by which he can be talked about is no longer there for him. When all ways of 
being are removed, then all ways of description have also been removed.1
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If the Buddha left undeclared or undetermined certain questions about liberated beings after 
death, it seems problematic to go beyond this eloquent silence of the Buddha. Yet later Buddhist 
traditions have gone beyond the “silence of the Buddha.” For instance, the sixteenth chapter of 
The Lotus Sūtra, which discusses the immeasurable life span of the Buddha, transforms him into 
a semi-eternal being whose final nirvān․a was a mere appearance or magical display expression 
of his compassion and skillful means:

My life-span is immeasurable and incalculable. I  abide forever without entering 
parinirvān. a. .  .  . Although I do not actually enter parinirvān. a I proclaim I do. It is 
through this skillful means that the Tathāgata leads and inspires sentient beings.2

Christians, in contrast, are encouraged to speak and share with all nations what happened 
after Jesus’s death, namely, that he rose from the dead on the third day. Without the resurrection, 
Jesus’s death would be meaningless for most Christians. The death and resurrection of Jesus are 
inseparable events that constitute the foundational experience of Christianity. For Buddhists, 
however, the foundational experience is not the Buddha’s final nirvān․a but rather his achieve-
ment of nirvān․a during life, that is, his awakening under the Bodhi tree, which symbolizes the 
culmination of the Buddhist path and the complete extinction of unwholesome mental states.

1. The Buddha’s Final Nirvana

1.1 The Buddha’s Final Nirvana in the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta

The oldest account of the Buddha’s final nirvān․a is found in the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (DN. 
II.72–168). This text narrates the Buddha’s last journey from Vulture’s Peak to the Mallas’ Sāla 
tree grove, that is, from a small mountain near the city of Rājagaha, modern-day Rajgir, Bihar, 
India, to a park near the city of Kusinārā, modern-day Kushinagar, Uttar Pradesh, India. The 
journey proceeds in stages, with multiple stops where the Buddha interacts with monks, lay 
people, and ascetics from other schools. The longest stop takes place at Beluva, near the city of 
Vesālī, north of modern-day Patna, Bihar, India. There, the Buddha spends his last rainy season 
together with Ānanda, his assistant.

During his last rainy season, the Buddha became extremely ill and experienced sharp painful 
feelings as if he were on the verge of death (māran. antikā). However, the Buddha made a resolu-
tion to stay alive longer and applied his mind with energy to the “life force” (  jīvitasam. khāram. ). 
This resolution and application of the mind to the life force allowed the Buddha to hold his 
disease in check and to say goodbye to his disciples.

The Buddha and Ᾱnanda left Beluva, entered Vesālī for alms, and went to the Cāpāla Shrine 
to spend the afternoon. There, the Buddha told Ᾱnanda that he had developed the four paths 
to power (cattāro iddhipada) and that anyone who had developed them could extend his life span 
for one eon or the remaining of one.3 The Buddha repeated the same hint two more times, 
but Ᾱnanda failed to ask the Buddha to live longer. The sutta does not explain why the Bud-
dha needed Ᾱnanda’s request to live longer. If the Buddha had already made a resolution to live 
longer at Beluva without being asked by Ᾱnanda, it is unclear why at the Cāpāla Shrine it was 
necessary for the Buddha to be asked by him to live longer. The sutta simply states that Ᾱnanda 
did not understand what the Buddha was trying to tell him because his mind was under Māra’s 
influence.4

After Ᾱnanda left, Māra approached the Buddha and encouraged him to attain final nirvān․a 
(parinibbāna) right there. Māra reminded the Buddha that soon after his enlightenment, he 
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told him that he would attain final nirvān․a when he had accomplished monks, nuns, male and 
female disciples capable of preserving and teaching the Dharma/Dhamma. For Māra, the Bud-
dha had already established a community of accomplished disciples and, consequently, it was 
time for him to attain final nirvān․a.

The Buddha replied to Māra by saying that he did not need to worry anymore because his 
final nirvān․a was going to take place after the lapse of three months. Does this mean that the 
Buddha attained his final nirvān․a because of Māra’s influence? It is true that the Buddha states for 
the first time that his final nirvān․a will take place after three months right after talking to Māra, 
but it would be wrong to interpret that sequence of events as demonstrating that Māra persuaded 
the Buddha. According to Maurice Walshe’s translation, the Buddha said to Māra: “You need 
not worry, Evil One. The Tathāgata’s final passing will not be long delayed. Three months from 
now, the Tathāgata will take final Nibbāna.”5 The phrase “appossukko tvam.  pāpima hohi,” translated 
by Walshe as “You need not worry, Evil One,” uses the imperative of “bhavati” (to become or to be), 
that is, “hohi,” and the compound “appossukko,” literally “little endeavor.” The combination of this 
compound and the imperative is an idiomatic way of saying “you take it easy” or “you need to 
relax,” which can be interpreted as connoting dismissal and rejection. In other words, the Buddha 
dismissed Māra’s request to attain final nirvān․a. Māra needed to relax because the Buddha’s final 
nirvān․a was going to take place after the lapse of three months anyway.

Right after the Buddha dismissed Māra’s request, the sutta explains that the Buddha 
“renounced the life-principle” (āyusam. khāra ossaji) at the Cāpāla Shrine. This renunciation is 
an extremely important event and that is why the sutta affirms that it was accompanied by a 
great earthquake. The Mahaparinibbāna Sutta further explains that the Buddha informed Ᾱnanda 
about his conversation with Māra and his decision to renounce the life-principle. It is then that 
Ᾱnanda asked the Buddha to extend his life, but it was already too late. The sutta describes how 
the Buddha blames Ᾱnanda for failing to understand his multiple hints not only at the Cāpāla 
Shrine but also at 16 different places in previous days. In all cases, the Buddha blames Ᾱnanda 
thus: “If, Ᾱnanda, you had begged him, the Tathāgata would twice have refused you, but the 
third he would have consented. Therefore, Ᾱnanda, yours is the fault, yours is the failure.”6

After blaming Ᾱnanda, the Buddha consoled him by saying that separation from what is 
loved is unavoidable and that it is impossible for something born, become, compounded, and 
subject to decay, not to decay at some point.7 Then the Buddha seems to suggest that his final 
nirvān․a was irreversible: “That the Tathāgata should withdraw such a declaration in order to live 
on, is not possible.”8 It is unclear why the Buddha could not withdraw his declaration. The most 
common explanation is that the Buddha could not withdraw his declaration because once the 
life-principle has been released (osajji), that is, renounced, it cannot be reattached.

1.2 Three Theravāda Interpretations

Theravāda Buddhism offers three distinct explanations for the Buddha’s decision to renounce 
the life-principle. The first Theravāda explanation appears in the commentary to Udāna VI.1. 
There, neither Ᾱnanda nor Māra is blamed: “It is not the case that the Lord renounced the 
life-principle as a result of Māra’s begging; nor is it the case that, as a result of the elder’s beg-
ging.”9 The term “elder” in this context refers to Ᾱnanda. The commentary to Udāna contends 
that the Buddha attained final nirvān․a because he knew that there would not be more disciples 
in need of further guidance after three months. In Peter Masefield’s translation: “For the Lord 
Buddhas remain only insofar as there is a need of guiding those capable of being guided; when 
there be no such fold capable of being guided, for what reason, indeed, should they continue to 
remain?”10 The term that the commentary uses to explain the Buddha’s decision to attain final 
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nirvān․a after the lapse of three months is “ruci.” According to the Pali Text Society Pali-English 
Dictionary, one of the possible meanings of “ruci” is “inclination, liking, pleasure.” That is, the 
Buddha was inclined to attain final nirvān․a after the lapse of three months, or he liked this 
idea, or he took pleasure in such idea. As the commentary puts it: “For these same Lord Bud-
dhas, who are of such great majesty, in remaining, remain solely in accordance with their own 
inclinations, just as they also, in attaining parinibbāna, attain parinibbāna solely in accordance 
with their own inclinations.”11 In sum, according to the commentary to Udāna, the Buddha was 
inclined to attain final nirvān․a after three months, not because of Ᾱnanda’s failure to ask him or 
because of Māra’s request, but rather because he knew that he would not have more disciples 
in need of guidance.

The second Theravāda explanation appears in the commentary to the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta. 
There, nothing is said to excuse Ᾱnanda and Māra, or about the absence of disciples in need of 
further guidance after three months. The commentary to the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta simply states 
that the Buddha attained final nirvān․a because he decided to rely on a meditative attainment 
for just three months: “He thought, “I will attain the attainment (samāpatti) for three months 
only, and from then on I will not attain any more.”12 This commentary clarifies that the medita-
tive attainment used by the Buddha to live three more months was the “fruition-attainment” 
(phala-samāpatti). This attainment seems to refer to the fruition of Arahantship, the highest level 
of holiness and spiritual development in early Buddhist texts. The commentary further explains 
that the fruition-attainment was not like a temporary attainment of fruition in which someone 
experiences pain soon after emerging from it. Rather, the fruition-attainment used by the Bud-
dha was long lasting because it was attained in the form of a great insight (mahāvipassanā).

The commentary to the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta contends that the Buddha’s decision to 
renounce the life-principle was not like throwing away a clod with one’s hand. This seems 
to suggest that the Buddha’s decision is best understood as a peaceful letting go of the life-
principle, not as a forceful rejection of the will to live or as a negative desire to discontinue 
one’s existence. In other words, the Buddha’s renunciation to the life-principle presupposes 
the absence of both craving for existence (bhava-tan. hā) and craving for nonexistence (vibhava-
tan. hā).

The third Theravāda explanation for the Buddha’s decision to renounce the life-principle 
appears in the Milinda-pañha. The Milinda-pañha addresses the question of why the Buddha 
declares that he would attain final nirvān․a after the lapse of three months if he had said ear-
lier that he had developed the four roads to power, and that he could live for one eon or the 
remaining of one. The Milinda-pañha claims that the Buddha could have lived longer through 
the four roads to power, but he chose not to because he lacked desire (anatthiko) for all exist-
ence or becoming (sabbabhava). To justify this claim, the Milinda-pañha cites a passage from the 
An.guttara Nikāya in which the Buddha compares all existence or becoming to the bad smell of 
several things including feces. The part quoted by the Milinda-pañha reads, in Bhikkhu Bodhi’s 
translation: “Bhikkhus, just as even a trifling amount of feces is foul smelling, so too I do not 
praise even a trifling amount of existence, even for a mere finger snap.”13 After the quote, the 
Milinda-pañha rhetorically asks whether the Buddha, who has compared all becoming and places 
of rebirth to feces, would harbor any desire for and attachment to (chandarāga) further exist-
ence, even if he were able to live longer through his mental power. In I.B. Horner’s translation: 
“Furthermore, sire, would the Lord, who had seen in all becomings, bourns, and modes of birth 
a resemblance to dung, harbor desire to and attachment to becomings with the support of the 
potency of psychic power?”14 In sum, the Milinda-pañha argues that the Buddha had the power 
(iddhibala) to live longer, but he did not wish to do so because he had compared all existence to 
feces and lacked any desire for and attachment to further existence or becoming.
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If we attempt to combine the three distinct Theravāda explanations in order to reconstruct 
a “unified” Theravāda view, we could say the following. According to the “unified” Theravāda 
view, neither Māra nor Ānanda was responsible for the Buddha’s final nirvān․a. The Buddha 
could have lived longer through the four roads to power if he had wished to, but he made a 
decision to renounce the life-principle and rely on the attainment of fruition for just three 
more months. The Buddha’s decision was motivated by his lack of desire for and attachment to 
further existence or becoming, as well as by the fulfillment of his pedagogical mission and the 
absence of disciples in need of further training after three months.

1.3 Reinterpreting the Buddha’s Final Nirvana

Rather than a unified Theravāda view, what we find in the Pali commentaries and the Milinda-
pañha are three conflicting explanations for the Buddha’s decision to renounce the life-principle 
and attain final nirvān․a. None of the three Theravāda explanations is fully consistent with the 
Mahaparinibbāna Sutta.

The commentary to Udāna contradicts the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta. Whereas the commen-
tary tries to excuse both Ānanda and Māra, the Buddha of the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta blames 
Ānanda several times (DN.II.115–118), and the narrator of the sutta speaks about Māra’s influ-
ence on Ānanda’s mind (DN.II.103). The commentary to Udāna is also problematic because 
the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta does not state anywhere that the Buddha anticipated the absence of 
disciples in need of further guidance after three months. The multiple instructions and exhor-
tations found throughout the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta suggest that the Buddha taught different 
things to diverse types of disciples. This allows us to conjecture that not all of the Buddha’s 
disciples were at the same level of spiritual development at the time of his final nirvān․a. It is 
true that the Buddha of the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta repeats teachings intended for a group of 
advanced disciples about to complete their training, that is, the three trainings of the Noble 
Eightfold Path. But it is also the case that the Buddha of the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta teaches lay 
disciples and even ascetics from other schools like Subhadda. Even if we assume that the most 
advanced disciples were no longer in need of further guidance at the time of the Buddha’s final 
nirvān․a, it does not seem realistic to assume that the same was true of lay disciples and recently 
converted ascetics.

Someone may respond that the commentary to Udāna simply contends that there was no 
need for the Buddha to live longer because there were already accomplished disciples beyond 
training who could teach less advanced disciples, lay people, and recently converted ascetics. 
The problem with this interpretation, however, is that the Buddha had accomplished disciples 
beyond training (asekha) long before he was 80 years old. That is, even if we assume that the rea-
son for the Buddha’s final nirvān․a was that he had accomplished disciples beyond training with 
the capacity to preserve his teachings and provide guidance to less advanced disciples, it remains 
unexplained why the Buddha had to wait until he was 80 years old to attain final nirvān․a.

The commentary to the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta also contradicts what the sutta says. Whereas 
the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta presupposes an interval of three months from the Buddha’s renun-
ciation to the life-principle at the Cāpāla Shrine to his final nirvān․a, the commentary talks 
about an interval of ten months. Similarly, whereas the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta speaks about the 
“signless concentration of mind” (animitta ceto-samādhi), the commentary mentions the fruition-
attainment (phala-samāpatti) based on great insight (mahāvipassanā).15 However, the main her-
meneutical problem with the commentary to the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta is that it transforms 
the Buddha’s final nirvān․a into an arbitrary decision. For the commentary, the Buddha simply 
decided to rely on the fruition-attainment for a few months. He could have relied on that 
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meditative attainment for a longer period of time, but he chose not to. This begs the question 
of why the Buddha chose to rely on a meditative attainment for just a few months rather than 
one eon or the remaining of one.

The Milinda-pañha is also inconsistent with the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta. It is obviously true 
that the Buddha lacked craving for and attachment to further becoming within sam․ sāra. We 
agree with the Milinda-pañha when it suggests that the Buddha did not express any desire for 
further becoming when he affirmed that he had developed the four roads to power and that he 
could live for one eon or the remaining of one. However, the Buddha’s lack of desire for further 
becoming does not explain his decision to renounce the life-principle at the age of 80.

The Buddha was without desire for further becoming long before he was 80  years old, 
specifically, from the moment of his awakening. If this absence of desire for further becoming 
within sam․ sāra did not prevent the Buddha from living 40 years after his awakening, then it does 
not make sense to state that such absence of desire was the reason why he did not extend his 
life for one eon or the remaining of one. Similarly, that the Buddha compared all existence or 
becoming within sam․ sāra to feces does not explain why he attained final nirvān․a when he did. 
If the reason for the Buddha’s decision to attain final nirvān․a was that he viewed samsaric exist-
ence as similar to feces, then he could have attained final nirvān․a long before he was 80 years 
old. Even if the reasoning found in the Milinda-pañha were sound, it would remain the case 
that the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta does not suggest that the Buddha attained final nirvān․a because 
he thought that becoming within sam․ sāra was similar to feces, and therefore, because he lacked 
desire for and attachment to further becoming.

According to the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta, the Buddha renounced the life-principle because 
he had reached the term of his life. The Buddha told Ānanda that he had reached the term of 
his life at Beluva:

I am now old, worn out, venerable, one who has traversed life’s path, I have reached 
the term of life, which is eighty. Just as an old cart is made to go by being held together 
with straps, so the Tathāgata’s body is kept going by being strapped up.16

It is only after this statement that the Buddha goes together with Ānanda to the Cāpāla Shrine, 
where he renounced the life-principle. This sequence of events allows us to infer that the Bud-
dha’s decision to renounce the life-principle was a consequence of having reached the term of 
his life, which was 80 years.

According to our reading, the Buddha’s decision to renounce the life-principle was a deci-
sion to let go of any strenuous means to live longer and to keep pushing his decrepit body. The 
Buddha’s decision was a decision to let go of any attempt to modify the duration of his life span 
anymore, that is, it was a decision to let nature follow its inexorable course without resistance, 
mindfully and peacefully accepting the time one has left. The Buddha attained final nirvān․a 
after three months because that was the amount of time he knew he had left after releasing the 
life-principle at the Cāpāla Shrine. The three months the Buddha lived after renouncing or 
releasing the life-principle were not an arbitrary amount of time chosen by him. Rather, the 
three months were the amount of time the Buddha had left after renouncing the life-principle 
given his karmic conditioning. If the Buddha had acknowledged and accepted that he had 
reached the term of his life, it made perfect sense for him to decide not to hold onto the life-
principle through his energy and power of concentration any longer. The Buddha decided to 
stop using his energy and power of concentration to extend his life anymore; this was his renun-
ciation, literally, the act of releasing (osajji) the life-principle, which he performed mindfully and 
peacefully, thereby realizing that he had three more months to live.
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This interpretation of the Buddha’s final nirvān․a is consistent with the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta 
because it does not claim that the Buddha stopped using meditative methods to mitigate his pain 
during the last three months of his life. What this interpretation contends is that the Buddha 
refrained from using meditative means to extend the duration of his life after renouncing the 
life-principle. That the Buddha relied on meditative attainments such as the “signless concen-
tration of the mind” to avoid physical discomfort is explicitly stated in the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta 
(DN.II.100). However, the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta does not state anywhere that after renouncing 
the life-principle at the Cāpāla Shrine, the Buddha relied on the attainment of fruition to live 
three more months.

This interpretation is also consistent with the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta because it does not excuse 
Ānanda and Māra. Suggesting that the Buddha renounced the life-principle after acknowledg-
ing that he had reached the end of his life is compatible with blaming Ānanda for failing to ask 
him to extend his life due to Māra’s influence. This is precisely what the Mahaparinibbāna Sutta 
does, it blames Ānanda and Māra without denying the Buddha’s responsibility for his decision 
to renounce the life-principle.

What remains a mystery open to interpretation is why the Buddha needed Ānanda to ask 
him to live longer. After all, the Buddha had already extended his life at Beluva during the rainy 
season without having to be asked by Ānanda. Another mystery open to interpretation is why 
the Buddha wanted Ānanda to ask him to live longer at the Cāpāla Shrine if he had already 
acknowledged that he had reached the term of his life at Beluva. Is the interaction with Ānanda 
at the Cāpāla Shrine a later interpolation to excuse the Buddha and to avoid the possible accusa-
tion of not being compassionate enough to live for another eon? Did the Buddha have second 
thoughts between Beluva and the Cāpāla Shrine? Did the Buddha experience some sort of 
“temptation” to live longer that he eventually overcame at the Cāpāla Shrine?

2. The Death of Jesus

2.1 Why Was Jesus Killed?

It is important to distinguish between the historical question of why Jesus was killed and the 
theological question of why Jesus had to die. What seems incontrovertible from a historical 
standpoint is that the teachings and ministry of Jesus generated conflicts with both Roman and 
Jewish authorities. More specifically, Jesus’s transgressive attitude toward Jewish law, his forgive-
ness of sins, his critique of Jewish sacrificial religion, and his reluctance to deny that he was a 
Messiah led to his arrest and crucifixion.

Both Jewish and Roman authorities perceived Jesus as a threat. However, the Jewish and 
Roman reasons for perceiving Jesus a threat were different. Although the official charge that led 
to Jesus’s death was political in nature, that is, claiming to be the King of the Jews, the Gospels 
suggest that Pontius Pilate did not consider Jesus a serious threat to Roman power. According 
to the Gospels, Pontius Pilate thought that Jesus was an innocent man who did not deserve 
death (Mark 15:14; Luke 23:4, 14, 22; Matthew 27:23; John 18:38; 19:4, 6). The Gospels also 
claim that Pontius Pilate knew that Jesus was handed over to him by the high priests out of envy 
(Mark 15:10; Matthew 27:18). Yet Pontius Pilate did not hesitate to crucify Jesus for pragmatic 
or political reasons, that is, to avoid the accusation of not being Caesar’s friend (  John 19:12) and 
to prevent a riot among Jewish people (Matthew 27:24).

Although the Gospels try to excuse Pontius Pilate, they portray him negatively. In John’s 
Gospel, Pontius Pilate appears as an insensitive governor who did not mind disrespecting Jew-
ish law and making fun of Jewish nationalistic sentiments (  John 18:31). Luke’s Gospel presents 
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Pilate as a violent governor who did not mind killing Jewish people while they were performing 
religious sacrifices (Luke 13:1). The negative image of Pontius Pilate inferable from the Gos-
pels is consistent with the information provided by other ancient sources. For instance, Philo’s 
Embassy to Gaius 299–305 discusses how Pilate intended to annoy the Jews by setting up gilded 
shields with an inscription in Herod’s palace in Jerusalem, which violated Jewish customs and 
law. Pilate is described as “a man of inflexible, stubborn and cruel disposition” who refused to 
remove the shields until he was accused of disrespecting Jewish law and insulting the Jewish 
nation before the Roman emperor Tiberius, who sent a letter ordering Pilate to take the shields 
to the temple of Augustus in Caesarea. Similarly, Philo’s Embassy to Gaius speaks negatively of 
Pilate’s administration: “of his venality, his violence, his thefts, his assaults, his abusive behavior, 
his frequent executions of untried prisoners, and his endless savage ferocity.” Likewise, Josephus’s 
Jewish Antiquities (XVIII 55–60) portrays Pilate disrespecting Jewish law and Jewish religion. 
More specifically, Pilate disrespected Jewish law when he introduced into Jerusalem busts of the 
emperor attached to the military standards; he disrespected the Jewish religion when he spent 
money from the sacred treasure of the temple for the construction of an aqueduct to bring water 
to Jerusalem.

Although Pontius Pilate was ultimately responsible for sentencing Jesus to death, the Gospels 
make clear that different groups of Jewish people were also responsible for Jesus’s death. This 
can be inferred primarily from texts related to Jesus’s trial at the Sanhedrin (Matthew 26:59, 66; 
Mark 14:55, 64; John 18:14) and his trial before Pontius Pilate (Mark 15:11; Luke 23:13–18; 
Matthew 27:20; John 19:7). However, there are many other texts in the Gospels that show how 
different groups of Jewish people plot to kill Jesus even before his arrest and trial. For instance, 
both Pharisees and Herodians plot to kill Jesus after he heals a man with a shriveled hand on 
the Sabbath (Mark 3:6), and after he rose Lazarus from the dead (  John 11:53). Likewise, high 
priests and Pharisees look for a way to kill Jesus after the incident at the Jerusalem Temple (Mark 
11:18). The high priests and the elders plan to kill Jesus two days before Passover because dur-
ing the Passover Feast, it could cause a riot among the people (Mark 14:1–2; Matthew 26:3–5). 
John’s Gospel blames the “Jews” in general, who are said to try to kill Jesus for breaking the 
Sabbath, calling God his own Father, and making himself equal to God (  John 5:18).

2.2 Why Did Jesus Have to Die?

According to the New Testament, Jesus’s death was not the result of chance but rather part of 
a plan foreknown by God (Acts 2:23). This plan was foretold in the prophecy of the righteous 
servant who poured out his life unto death and bore the sin of many (Isaiah 53:10–12). The 
Gospels confirm that Jesus’s suffering and death took place in accordance with biblical prophe-
cies.17 The Gospels suggest that Jesus knew about God’s plan of salvation and accepted his role 
in it, arguably identifying himself with the suffering servant of Isaiah. More specifically, Jesus 
predicts his own passion, death, and resurrection on several occasions (Mark 8:3; 9:31; 10:33; 
Matthew 16:21; 17:22; Luke 9:22). Jesus also predicts his death in more indirect ways, for 
instance, when he speaks of Jerusalem killing prophets (Luke 13:33), or when he states that the 
Son of Man came to give his life as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45; Matthew 20:28). Jesus’s 
words while breaking the bread and drinking the wine during the last supper refer to his death 
(Mark 14:22–25; Matthew 26:26–28; Luke 22:17–20; 1 Cor 11:23–26). Some scholars view 
statements about the destruction of the temple [of his body] and Jesus’s claim that he will raise it 
again in three days also as predictions of his death and resurrection (  John 2: 19–21).

Jesus’s foreknowledge of his suffering, death, and resurrection in accordance with biblical 
prophecies does not mean that he had no choice or that it was easy for him to accept God’s 
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plan. The Gospels suggest that Jesus felt distress, anguish, and sorrow at Gethsemani (Mark 
14:33–34; Matthew 26:37), which seems to indicate that Jesus experienced an inner struggle 
before accepting God’s will. In Luke 22:42, Jesus asks God “to remove this cup from me,” which 
conveys his heartfelt petition not to undergo suffering and death by crucifixion. Jesus overcame 
the feelings he experienced at Gethsemani and he freely chose to do the Father’s will, thus ful-
filling biblical prophecy and accepting his role in God’s plan of salvation. Johannine Christology 
appears to imply that Christ embraced his own death, whereas the Synoptics with their lower 
Christology are more ambiguous on the issue.

The prevalent theological interpretation considers Jesus’s death a sacrificial offering or ran-
som that had to be paid to atone for the sins of humankind. There are many texts in the New 
Testament that can be used to justify this interpretation. For instance “Christ died for our sins 
in accordance with scriptures” (1 Cor 15:3); “They are justified by his grace as a gift, through 
the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an expiation by his blood, 
to be received by faith” (Rom 3: 24–25); “he has appeared once for all at the end of the age to 
put away sin by the sacrifice of himself ” (Heb. 9:26); “He himself bore our sins in his body on 
the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness” (1 Pet 2:24); “The blood of Jesus his 
Son cleanses us from all sin” (1 John 1:7); “Jesus Christ . . . loves us and freed us from our sins by 
his blood” (Rev. 1:5); “For the Son of man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give 
his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45, Matt 20:28); “for this is my blood of the covenant, 
which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt 26:28); “This is my body which 
is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me. . . . This cup which is poured out for you is 
the new covenant in my blood” (Luke 22: 19–20); “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away 
the sin of the world!” (  John 1:29); “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his 
life for the sheep” (  John 10:11).

Most Christian theologians explain this sacrificial offering or ransom in terms of God’s jus-
tice and love. Christian theologians who emphasize God’s justice tend to favor satisfaction or 
penal substitution theories of atonement, whereas theologians who emphasize God’s love tend 
to favor moral influence or moral example theories of atonement.

The most classical example of explanations of Jesus’s death in terms of God’s justice is the 
satisfaction theory developed by Anselm of Canterbury. According to his influential work Cur 
Deus Homo (Why God Became Human), written in 1098, it was impossible for God to forgive 
human sins without an adequate punishment or satisfaction. Forgiving sins without a punish-
ment would be contrary to God’s just nature. Since human beings were unable to satisfy God’s 
demand for justice and pay an adequate penalty for their sins, God had to send his only Son to 
suffer and die for the sins of humankind. It is important to point out that even for Anselm of 
Canterbury, the incarnation and the death of Jesus were also expressions of God’s love. That is, 
God sent his Son to satisfy the punishment required by justice out of love for humankind, and 
Jesus offered his life on the cross as a ransom for many for the forgiveness of sins out of love for 
humankind. In other words, even from this theological perspective, it is impossible to separate 
God’s demand for justice from God’s loving gift of salvation through Jesus Christ.

Some Christian theologians, however, find satisfaction and penal substitution theories of 
atonement problematic, somewhat inconsistent with God’s love. The most classical example 
of this view is Peter Abelard (1079–1142), who rejected Anselm’s satisfaction theory for mis-
understanding the nature of God’s justice. In the Commentary to the Epistle to Romans, Peter 
Abelard suggests that God’s justice is not primarily retributive, but rather a synonym for God’s 
love; this actually recovers Eastern Christian perspectives that had largely vanished in the Latin 
West. Abelard argues that Christ forgave the sins of Mary Magdalene and a paralytic before he 
died on the cross, which would demonstrate that God did not really need the suffering and 
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death of Jesus to atone for the sins of humankind. For Abelard, Jesus died to provide an example 
of God’s self-giving love so that human beings might be inspired, transformed, and eventually 
liberated from the slavery of sin through the love that the Holy Spirit infuses into their hearts. 
Jesus’s death influences human beings to repent and change the disposition of their heart toward 
God and the neighbor, but this influence is neither a mere external act nor a mere human ini-
tiative. Rather, for Abelard, the moral influence that the self-giving love of Jesus’s life, passion, 
and death exert on human beings is inseparable from the workings of the Holy Spirit in the 
human heart.

Another important interpretation of Jesus’s death is the Christus Victor theory. In 1930, the 
Swedish Lutheran theologian Gustave Aulén published The Christian Idea of the Atonement, 
published in English in 1931 as Christus Victor. According to Gustave Aulén, the “objective” 
and “subjective” views of atonement represented by Anselm of Canterbury and Peter Abelard, 
respectively, do not correspond to what he calls the “classic” idea of atonement. The classic idea 
of atonement consists in viewing Jesus’s death and resurrection as a victory over the powers 
of evil that hold humankind in bondage, namely, the powers of sin, death, and the devil. By 
defeating the powers of evil and delivering humankind from the powers of sin, death, and the 
devil, God reconciles the world to Himself through Christ. That is, from this perspective, Jesus 
had to die to defeat the powers of evil, to deliver humankind from the powers of sin, death, the 
devil, and to bring about a new creation or a new relation of reconciliation between God and 
the world, and between God and humankind (2 Cor 5:18–19). This is the theology that prevails 
in the Eastern Christian tradition.18

Some Christian theologians such as Paul (1 Cor 15:56, Gal 3:10, Col 2:14, Rom 10:4) and 
Martin Luther include the Law as one of the hostile powers that hold humankind in bondage. 
This view suggests that the salvation and atonement that Jesus’s death and resurrection bring 
about transcends the order of merit and justice. Jesus’s victory over the powers of evil involves 
a victory over the power of the Law, and in this sense, the purpose of Jesus’s death cannot be 
reduced to an atoning sacrifice or a mere ransom to satisfy God’s justice or God’s Law.

2.3 Jesus’s Death and the Forgiveness of Sins

Mainstream Christian theology understands Jesus’s death as somehow related to the forgiveness 
of sins. This is uncontroversial. However, how exactly Jesus’s death contributes to the forgive-
ness of sins, and whether Jesus’s death was a necessary sacrifice to atone for the sins of human-
kind are controversial theological questions. The root of the problem is not only that the New 
Testament contains diverse books written by different people with distinct contexts and audi-
ences, but also that even a single book, for instance Paul’s letters, can be interpreted in a variety 
of ways as the history of Christian theology demonstrates, probably because in reality, many of 
these letters were authored by different writers.

Simplifying, it can be said that the New Testament contains two main views of Jesus’s death 
with respect to the forgiveness of sins. The prevalent view considers Jesus’s death an atoning 
sacrifice necessary for the forgiveness of sins. However, there is a less prevalent view that has 
been somewhat neglected throughout Christian history. This view does not understand Jesus’s 
death as necessary for the forgiveness of sins. It is important to point out that the ransom-saying 
found in (Mark 10:45) and (Matt. 20:28) is nowhere to be found in Luke. This seems to sug-
gest that, for Luke, Jesus’s death is not an atoning sacrifice for our sins. There are two texts that 
could be used to justify that even Luke understands Jesus’s death as an atoning sacrifice (Acts 
20:28; Luke 22:19–20). This reading of the texts, however, would be problematic for most New 
Testament scholars today. It is true that in (Acts 20:28), Paul tells the elders of the church in 
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Ephesus that they should care for “the church of God which He obtained with the blood of his 
own Son.” But this does not seem to mean that the church of God was necessarily established 
through the atoning sacrifice of the Son. Likewise, the references to the blood and the body of 
Jesus during the last supper in (Luke 22:19–20) seem to be a later scribal addition not original 
to Luke.19 Even if we assume, for the sake of argument, that the references are original to Luke, 
the idea that Jesus gave his body for many or poured out his blood for others to symbolize a 
new covenant does not need to mean that his death was an atoning sacrifice for our sins. In fact, 
the blood thrown upon the people by Moses to signify the first covenant was not an expiatory 
or atoning sacrifice, that is, the blood of the covenant in (Ex 24:8) had nothing to do with the 
forgiveness of sins.

According to Luke, the forgiveness of sins does not come through an atoning sacrifice but 
rather through repentance and faith in Jesus, whom God has raised from the dead and exalted 
at his right hand as Leader and Savior “to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins” (Acts 
5:30–31). Luke emphasizes the need for repentance in both the book of Acts (Acts 2:36–38; 
3: 17–19; 5:30–31; 11:18; 17:30–31; 20:21; 26:20) and his Gospel (Luke 3:3, 8; 5:32; 10:13; 
11:32; 13:3, 5; 15:7, 10; 17:3–4; 18:13–14; 24:47). For Luke, forgiveness of sins is not directly 
dependent on Jesus’s death. In most cases, the forgiveness of sins is dependent on repentance 
(Luke 3:3; 17:3–4; 24:47; Acts 2:38; 3:19; 5:31; 8:22), or on actions commanded by Jesus such 
as love (Luke 7:47), forgiveness (Luke 6:37; 11:4), faith (Luke 5:20–24; Acts 10:43; 13:38–40; 
26:18), baptism (Acts 22:16). Sometimes forgiveness of sins is offered without any reason or 
requirement. For instance, when Jesus asks the Father to forgive those crucifying him just 
because they do not know what they are doing (Luke 23:34), or when Stephen asks the Lord to 
forgive those who stone him to death (Acts 7:60).

For Luke, Jesus died because of his prophetic life and his willingness to keep carrying out 
God’s plan of salvation until the very end. Instead of running or hiding after he was advised 
to go somewhere else to avoid being killed by Herod, Jesus chose to go to Jerusalem to fulfill 
scriptural prophecy and to continue doing what he was called to do by God (Luke 13:32–33). 
Jesus died because of his commitment to his calling, that is, to keep healing, casting demons, and 
announcing the coming of the kingdom of God and the need for repentance. Jesus commissions 
his disciples to bear witness of his fulfillment of prophecies about the Messiah and to preach 
repentance and forgiveness of sins in his name (Luke 24:47). Both repentance and the forgive-
ness of sins relate to God’s plan of salvation not through the death of Jesus but rather through the 
risen Christ (Acts 5:31). Jesus’s death might be said to bring about forgiveness of sins indirectly, 
not because it is an atoning sacrifice but rather because it inspires disciples to repent and emulate 
Jesus’s self-giving love, faithfulness, and obedience to God’s will until the very end . . . “today 
and tomorrow and the day following” (Luke 13:33).

Conclusion: Learning From Buddha and Jesus

Everybody can learn something meaningful from the Buddha’s final nirvān․a and Jesus’s death, 
not just Buddhists and Christians. Whether someone agrees with the faith claims of Buddhists 
and Christians about the Buddha and Jesus, what remains the case is that narratives about the last 
days of the Buddha and Jesus can be understood as serving a pedagogical purpose. For instance, 
the narrative about the Buddha’s final nirvān․a can be interpreted as teaching in a more personal 
way that all conditioned things including the Buddha’s physical body are impermanent and sub-
ject to death. The Buddha’s final nirvān․a also teaches the importance of facing one’s own death 
with mindfulness, clear comprehension, and inner peace. The Buddha’s renunciation to the life-
principle illustrates in an exemplary way the value of letting go, that is, the need to eventually let 



J. Abraham Vélez de Cea

518

go of any strenuous means to keep mistreating the body in order to extend the duration of one’s 
life. This value of letting go presupposes a cluster of virtues and wholesome mental qualities 
including nonattachment, wisdom, mindfulness, equanimity, and peaceful acceptance of that 
which is unavoidable, that is, one’s old age and death. Likewise, the early Mahāyāna perspective 
represented by the Lotus Sūtra, where the Buddha appears to attain final nirvān․a, although in 
reality he has not attained it yet, serves a pedagogical purpose and illustrates the virtues of skillful 
means and compassion for his early disciples.

Narratives about Jesus’s death can also be interpreted as serving a pedagogical purpose. 
Whether someone agrees or disagrees with the theological claims Christians make about Jesus, 
it cannot be denied that his death exemplifies the ideals of self-giving love, faithfulness to one’s 
vocation, obedience to God’s will, and forgiveness. Jesus’s death offers many profound teachings 
not only about the way someone should face death but also about how to live. For instance, 
Jesus’s death teaches the value of forgiveness to those who hurt us and the value of giving one-
self to a greater purpose in all we do until the very end. Another key value that Jesus’s death 
demonstrates and that can be extrapolated to one’s life is the value of self-giving love, that is, a 
life devoted to serving others out of love for their happiness and well-being, especially those in 
need. Jesus’s death also points out to the ideals of humility and spiritual poverty, which accord-
ing to many spiritual traditions, not just Christianity, are indispensable to realize the ultimate 
purpose of existence, namely, extinguishing the ego and the selfish desires that derive from it, 
thus resurrecting the true self or the new person that lives in accordance with the Spirit.

Bibliography

References to Pali texts are to the volume and page number of the Pali Text Society edition, 
except in the case of the Sutta-Nipāta, which are to the verse number.

Abbreviations

DN Dīgha Nikāya
AN An.guttara Nikāya
Ud-a Commentary to Udāna
Miln Milinda-pañha

Notes
 1 (Sn 1074) Translated by H. Saddhatissa (1985:123) with slight modifications, The Sutta-Nipāta, Lon-

don: Curzon Press.
 2 The Lotus Sutra. BDK English Tripit.aka 13-I. Translated from the Chinese of Kumārajīva (Taishō, Vol-

ume 9, Number 262), by Kubo Tsugunari and Yuyama Akira. Numata Center for Buddhist Transla-
tion and Research, 1993:237.

 3 The commentary explains that one eon in this context amounts to 100 years. English translation by 
Yang-Gyu An (2003:88) The Buddha’s Last Days: Buddhaghosa’s Commentary on the Mahaparinibbāna 
Sutta, Oxford: Pali Text Society.

 4 “so much was his mind possessed by Māra.” “yathā tam.  mārena pariyut.t.hitacitto” (DN.II.103).
 5 “appossukko tvam.  pāpima hohi, na ciram.  tathāgatassa parinibbānam.  bhavissati, ito tin. n. am.  māsānam.  accayena 

tathāgato parinibbāyissatī ti” (DN.II.106).
 6 “Sāce tvam.  Ānanda Tathāgatam.  yāceyyāsi, dve va te vācā Tathāgato pat.ikkhipeyya, atha tatiyakam.  adhivāseyya. 

Tasmāt ih’; Ānanda tuyh’ ev’ etam.  dukkatam. , tuyh’ ev’ etam.  aparaddham. ” (DN.II.115).



The Deaths of Buddha and Jesus

519

 7 The commentary explains that this statement refers to the body of the Tathāgata. Yang-Gyu An 
(2003:11).

 8 “Tam.  vacanam.  Tathāgato jīvita-hetu puna paccāvamissatīti, n’ etam.  t.hānam.  vijjati” (DN.II.119).
 9 “Na bhagavā mārassa yācanāya āyusan.khāram.  ossaji, nāpi therassa āyācanāya na ossajissati” (Ud-a 327–8) 

English translation by Peter Masefield slightly modified. Dhammapāla (2003:858) The Udāna Com-
mentary, Oxford: Pali Text Society.

 10 “T. hānañ hi nāma buddhānam.  bhagavantānam.  yāvad eva veneyyavinayanattham. . Te asati vineyyajane kena nāma 
kāran. ena t.hassanti” (Ud-a 327–8). English translation by Peter Masefield. Dhammapāla (2003:858).

 11 “Evam.  mahānubhāvā buddhā bhagavantoyeva tit.t.hantāpi attano ruciyā va tit.t.hanti, parinibbāyantāpi attano 
ruciyāva parinibbāyantīti” (Ud-a 327–8) Dhammapāla (2003:859).

 12 English translation by Yang-Gyu An (2003:95).
 13 (AN.I.32) Translation by Bhikkhu Bodhi (2012:121) The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha, Boston: 

Wisdom Publications.
 14 (Miln.I.142) “Evameva kho aham. , bhikkhave, appamattakampi bhavam.  na van. n. emi antamaso 
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For comparative theology in the Buddhist-Christian mode, no theme could be more obvious 
and enticing, more humbling and challenging, than consideration of Christ and the bodhisat-
tva. It seems that all roads in their respective traditions run to and through each one. “If many 
of the paradoxes of Christianity center on Jesus Christ, who is both true human and true God, 
those of Buddhism often center on the bodhisattvas, in whom samsaric and nirvanic existence 
are conjoined” (O’Leary 2018: 17). Both express an orientation “for others.” Christ died for all. 
The bodhisattva seeks enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings. Each has an “ascending” 
and “descending” mode: human to divine and divine to human in the case of Christ, aspirant 
to realized bodhisattva and celestial bodhisattva to suffering beings in the Māhayāna case. These 
figures are foundational (the primary theme of the New Testament texts on the one hand and 
of Mahāyāna sutras on the other), yet also on their face expressive of tensions in that foundation. 
Though Buddhism itself predates Christianity, the rise of Māhayāna and its bodhisattva doctrine 
is—arguably—roughly contemporary with the rise of Christianity. Avalokiteśvara, perhaps the 
most ubiquitous bodhisattva figure, appears first in the Lotus Sutra, around the time of Christ. 
Down to the time of Śāntideva, and his classic description of the bodhisattva path, there was 
contact and perhaps mutual influence between the two communities, particularly along the Silk 
Road.2 Scholars have long recognized the parallel features in these redemptive and liberating 
figures, and the theological promise in their comparison.3

It is the very centrality of the two figures that in some ways has blocked full scale exploration 
of their comparison. An adequate grasp of either figure would seem tantamount to compre-
hension of the entirety of the traditions they represent, requiring resolution of the subtle con-
tinuing arguments over their interpretation within those same traditions. A scrupulous scholar 
may incline to defer such ambition in favor of more constrained projects. Thankfully, a steady 
growth in specialist studies, and a widening interest among systematic theologians in the value 
of such comparative work, have made the task less daunting and its implementation less lonely.4

It is fruitful to compare Christ and the bodhisattva precisely in their role as integrative para-
doxes, defined partly by the distinct tensions they transcend, to understand them as much by 
the gaps they fill in their respective systems as by the generic qualities that they share. The two 
occupy comparable structural positions in the complexes of Buddhism and Christianity, located 
at the place where the internal logic of transformation reaches its highest stress and is resolved 
most dramatically. For the purposes of this essay, I am referring to the figure of the bodhisattva 
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as outlined in Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra. I wish to emphasize only what I take to be the more 
“ecumenical” Māhayāna understanding of the basics in that text.5 After a summary statement of 
the comparative locations of these two figures within their own traditions, I will turn to some 
explicitly Christian comparative reflections.6

Matchless Wonders: Bodhisattva and Christ as Keys to Their 
Traditions

The initial, counterintuitive move of Christian wisdom is the extension of the personal beyond 
its apparent relevant application, to interpret things like the origin of the universe, the meaning 
of the natural order, the existence of evil, and the final horizon of history, in terms of persons 
and intentions. The material and efficient causality in everything is somehow bound up in a 
relational story. The initial counterintuitive move of Buddhist wisdom is the extension of non-
personal causal analysis beyond its apparent relevant application, to interpret notional things like 
self-consciousness, meaning, and morality in terms not of personal agents but of conditioned 
effects. The agents and identities apparently at the root of our experience of the world are arti-
facts that have no sure ground or ultimate relevance.

These initial counterintuitives are the basis for further, derivative ones in each case. The hyper-
extension of personal qualities yields conundrums formulated in those terms, questions of theod-
icy, justification, freedom. And the hyperextension of conditioned suchness yields conundrums 
formulated in those terms, questions regarding what counts as the subject of actions and the vehi-
cle of transmigration or how the wisdom of emptiness may be married to compassion for beings.

The personal union of human and divine is the solution to first-order Christian questions, 
expressed in the startling qualities of the incarnate Christ and the transformation of disciples 
who belong to the same body with Christ. It is because reality is this way that God can heal 
human sin and infirmity, and humans can share divine life and power in community. The con-
comitant Christian form of nondualism is an overflowing of persons, a blurring of the bounda-
ries between them and between God and creation, even if it is not a thorough monism in which 
ontological boundaries are erased. The very attachment to these distinctions depends closely on 
the ability to soften and transgress them in crucial respects.

The Māhayāna identification of nirvān․a with sam․ sāra is the solution to first-order Buddhist 
questions, expressed in the extraordinary qualities of bodhisattvas and the aid rendered to beings 
on the bodhisattva path. It is because reality is this way that the bodhisattva’s care can encompass 
the suffering of all beings whose existence itself is empty. The concomitant Buddhist form of 
nondualism is an emptying of misperceived solidities, an insight into the coincidence of empti-
ness and dependent co-arising, a thorough ultimate monism, even if conventional subjectivities 
can be identified. Understanding or implementation of this nondualism seems to depend closely 
on the continuing distinction between conventional and ultimate truth.7

In neither Buddhist nor Christian cases are we dealing ultimately with a cognitive matter. 
The tension is resolved not with a philosophical conclusion, but with a deeper vision (Bud-
dhism) or a concrete event (Christianity) in which oneness or communion is the experienced 
reality (O’Leary 2018: 25). If defined by the gaps they are filling, these nondualities are not the 
same, though they make common cause against the reification of the projected, egocentric self. 
The bodhisattva path and the Christ path constitute different transformations, in relation to two 
distinct visions of the dilemma of human existence.

The Buddhist-defined tension that the bodhisattva embodies and overcomes is the tension 
between the state of enlightenment and the world of deluded perception and causal continuity 
from which it is the release. This is the paradox of active nirvān․a (Makransky: 1997, 323ff  ). 
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Under the conditions of ignorance, it is extraordinary that the Buddha is able to realize the true 
nature of things. It seems contradictory that an impermanent mind, dependently co-arisen, 
could know a permanent and ultimate truth. The teaching of the dharma cannot be wholly 
composed of the materials from either side of the gap that it spans, connecting unconditioned 
realization itself and the conventional language pointing toward it.

Mahāyāna, the “great vehicle,” moves beyond this basic tension, where the dharma bridges 
the way from ignorance to the nirvān․a achieved by an arhat. It defines the supreme liberation 
itself not in terms of the end of suffering and its causes in the practitioner, but in terms of the 
release of all sentient beings. To extinguish one’s own suffering is a necessary condition to 
help others, but it is not the primary end. Through the eyes of wisdom, it cannot actually be 
distinguished from the relief of all beings. A bodhisattva thus is one who undertakes to end all 
suffering.

This adds a new layer of tension, regarding not just how any teaching can connect the 
unconditioned with the conventional but how any single being’s practice can implicate all 
beings. The bodhisattva ideal enriches or deepens the relation between enlightenment and 
compassion by essentially making enlightenment itself an event of compassion. The enlighten-
ment of a bodhisattva surpasses that of an arhat, who eliminates suffering only in one life stream, 
attaining a nirvān․a that liberates that stream from sam․ sāra. It surpasses it because the bodhisat-
tva’s enlightenment is not a separation from sam․ sāra but an interaction with it, characterized 
by manifestations of skillful means that benefit other beings in ways adapted to each one’s con-
dition. Bodhisattvas are those who seek and realize this distinctive form of no-separate-place 
nirvān. a that allows them to act continually for the liberation of other beings. These two ele-
ments—non-abiding nirvān․a and skillful means—add the deepest dimension of paradox to the 
bodhisattva, the one whose utter realization of emptiness is yet manifest among conventional 
beings within the realm of ignorance.

Bodhisattvas stand at an intersection point of the tensions we have been discussing, those 
between wisdom and compassion, ultimate and conventional, a “separate” nirvān․a and a non-
abiding one. The bodhisattva path looks in two directions at once. It describes the “ascending” 
path of the bodhisattva (the way of the aspirant), and it also describes a “descending” path of 
the bodhisattva (the fully realized one distributing benefit for other beings) (Nagao 1989). All 
this raises new questions. How can one be enlightened, literally mindless, and still exercise the 
intentions of skillful means in the conventional world? How can bodhisattvas exercise benefi-
cent power for others without compromising the karmic effects of those others’ own acts? If 
all beings have Buddha nature and numberless bodhisattvas already exercise limitless libera-
tive power, how can suffering be so prevalent? If the destiny of all beings is to be bodhisattvas 
themselves, is enlightenment, in the sense of a “Buddha nature,” already the true nature of each 
being? These questions arise out of the very terms that describe and define the bodhisattva’s 
achievement.

If the Buddha’s enlightenment is the key event for Buddhists, then the meeting of God and 
humanity in Jesus Christ is the key event for Christians. Jesus’s ministry, death, and resurrection 
are aspects of one redemptive event, the incarnation. The basic grammar of that event is a “great 
exchange” between God and humanity. God became as we are, so that we might become as 
God is.8 That grammar presupposes a creator God and a humanity created in the divine image.

The achievement at the center of this story is not mainly a realization but a relation. The 
human Jesus attains to a unity with God, God condescends to a communion with human-
ity. This interaction “infects” all other relations to which either God or humans are party. If 
enlightenment happens within (and the bodhisattva acts among beings to seek its realization 
within all), salvation happens between or among (and extends its effects within). Jesus is party 
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to God’s words and acts; God is party to Jesus’s words and acts. The tension is only heightened 
by the unlikeliness of the two identities in question: the imageless creator God and the Galilean 
villager. This aspect of the incarnation is an identity paradox, Jesus as both divine and human.

Alongside this we may add another we can call the reconciliation paradox. The intrinsic 
difference between the creator and the created becomes a sharper divide when the relations 
between the two are broken or corrupted by sin, evil, and death. The tension of distinction 
becomes near division. Here the paradox of the incarnation extends from one of identity to one 
of quality, the unity of divine holiness and sinful humanity. God manifests justice by virtue of 
what looks the very suspension of justice, in passing over sins and freely giving grace to those 
who have not earned it. For much of Christian tradition, this vicarious exchange is concretely 
focused on the death of Jesus. In that reconciling or atoning event, Christ bears the burden of 
sin in our place, and through the resurrection shares eternal life with humanity. The effects 
due our disobedience and their power over us is broken. The grace of God’s forgiveness falls 
unearned on us and bears renewed faithfulness. God’s justice is fulfilled through mercy.

A final layer relates to a communion and agency paradox. The event of incarnation is not the 
same thing as the redemption that it produces. The first in its completeness is unique to Jesus, 
and is the basis for the second, which occurs for those with their own distinctive personhood. 
Salvation is a participation in the incarnation and its effects, not a replication of that event, a 
sharing in the divine life and energies, not an assumption of the divine identity. Whether we are 
speaking of nature and grace in the Christian life (what are my acts and what is God’s grace in 
me?) or the relation of Christ to Christ’s disciples or the relation of those who are “in Christ” 
with each other, we see the same dynamic of mutual indwelling. The manner in which disciples 
become divine as empowered by God’s becoming human is not to replicate the divine nature 
but to share that divinity by sharing its life.

These tensions dictate the characteristic questions that trail about the figure of Christ. How 
can one person’s life and death change the conditions of all? How can God be associated with 
the finitude of human life? How can God’s moral governance of creation be reconciled with 
evil, including the evil done to Christ? How can history be redeemed consistently with the 
continued value of its creatures? These queries arise out of the very terms in which Christ’s 
nature and work are described.

Too similar to be contrary, too distinct to be exchanged, the bodhisattva and Christ, the 
aspirant bodhisattva path and the Christ disciple path, invite us into a concrete reflection that 
never fully resolves.

One Christ, Many Bodhisattvas

The promise and the challenge of linking Christ with the bodhisattva revolve around the mobil-
ity and multivalence of these figures. Their power lies in the manner in which each one unifies 
and operationally animates the varied elements of their traditions. The literature in Buddhist-
Christian studies is rich in fine point-to-point comparisons: Buddhist emptiness with Bib-
lical God, Buddhist no-self with Christian selflessness, Buddhist meditation with Christian 
prayer, Buddhist nondualism with Christian mystical union.9 Christologies and “bodhisattva-
ologies”—for there is no singular definition of either—constantly retrace the way that these 
specific elements in each tradition are integrated into living paths of practice and encompassing 
frameworks of understanding.

This is the most profound structural similarity between the two figures. It is reflection upon 
Jesus and Jesus’s relation with God that leads to the Trinitarian view of God. And it is reflec-
tion on the role of the bodhisattva and the bodhisattva’s relation with nirvān․a that leads to a 
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reinterpretation of enlightenment itself, and so also to the development of the idea of three 
(or four) bodies of the Buddha.10 Both Christ and the bodhisattva fundamentally “flavor” the 
nature of the ultimate. It is the devotional, sacramental, and moral relation with Christ that is 
the moving force in most Christian spiritual practice, as it is devotion to the bodhisattvas and 
adherence to their path that are moving forces in Māhayāna Buddhist practice. A rich specifica-
tion of either figure is a kind of summary program for its tradition, articulating together its key 
components.

The bodhisattva and Christ are alike in being universal helpers. The first is the refuge of 
all beings, whose defining vow is to eliminate suffering without distinction among its owners. 
The second is the savior of all, whose life, death, and resurrection remake all whose nature 
was assumed in the incarnation. If in no other manner, they overlap in the human subjects, 
who, whether they know it or not, are the common actual beneficiaries of these two universal 
offerings.

The grammars of this universality are distinct, however. Joseph S. O’Leary notes that ele-
ments that are unified in the Christian view of God—absolute reality and universal compassion, 
justice, mercy, grace, personality, eternity—are in Buddhism broken down and “dispersed in 
partial form across the field of Buddhist representations” (O’Leary 2018: 41). So the allotment 
of reward and punishment is the province of “automatically working karma” while the “feelings 
of devotion and reverence which theistic religions concentrate upon God are turned toward the 
Buddhas” (Von Glasenapp 1962: 157–158).

Conversely, elements that are unified in the Buddhist view of the bodhisattva are dispersed 
across a field of Christian representations. The term “bodhisattva” covers the path of aspirants 
and the nature of Buddhahood. When we speak of a bodhisattva, we are at once talking about 
an ideal attainment, Buddhahood, and an aspirant state that leads to that ideal but starts far 
from it. The realization that unites the end and the beginning is repeated numberless times. 
The number of bodhisattvas does not depend on a vocational choice made by some that will 
not be made by others. The bodhisattva path is the one truly viable path to enlightenment for 
all: its adherents stand out as few in number only in a momentary snapshot taken within an 
inauspicious world where the teaching of the dharma has decayed. Matters would appear quite 
different in a Buddha field such as those inhabited by celestial Buddhas. The numberless beings 
to be liberated are themselves the numberless bodhisattvas who will liberate them. This, at least, 
is the case where the idea of Buddha nature is taken to its fullest.

The multiplicity of bodhisattvas contrasts with the historical singularity of Christ. Christians 
who want to think along comparable paths with bodhisattva discourse find themselves needing 
to parallel the bodhisattva not with a single term or concept, but with many: Christ, but also 
Jesus, God, disciples, saints, church. God is both source and participant. Christ is also event and 
source. Disciples and saints are distinctive individuals but also united with Christ and each other. 
There is something unique in each case, even while they all participate in Christ and the divine 
life. They share the path, but in different ways.

From the Buddhist perspective, we all may become bodhisattvas. Indeed, on a full under-
standing, eventually we all must achieve Buddhahood. In a Christian perspective, none of us 
may be Jesus Christ, as presumably none of us can be the conventional world being that was 
Gautama Buddha. We cannot be who Christ is. We can all participate fully in our particular ways 
in every benefit of what and who Christ is, outcomes more differentiated and perhaps more 
contingent than the bodhisattva realization. This perspective is mirrored in the Christian belief 
that God is already three equally good but not identical ways of being divine. So salvation or 
beatitude means that creatures can become entirely good and entirely happy while not being 
the same one(s) that God is (or, to think comparatively, while not being Buddha). There is more 
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than one way to be ultimate, and more than one way to be perfected, because different ones 
make up the perfection and the good.

An evaluative judgment on these Buddhist and Christian options is hard to extricate from 
the contexts that already define them. There is democracy and equality in the bodhisattva ideal 
as endlessly and identically replicated, with wide scope for diversity in the different strategies on 
the “upward” path and the various images skillfully manifested “downward” from the uncon-
ditioned dharmakaya or ultimate “body” of the bodhisattva. There is an irreducible diversity, 
an equality in difference, in the Christ communion ideal, with scope for a depth of unity in 
the achieved commonality among creatures looking “up” and the divine participation spread 
“down.”

A concrete example of this general discussion comes in the case of the cross. Here again we 
begin with a profound similarity. The bodhisattva and Christ are marked by giving up self for 
others. Even more specifically, it is a well-established mark of advanced bodhisattvas that they 
should give up their bodies. “The bodhisattva has to surrender dispassionately his own body 
and even his loved ones long before he reaches awakening” (Benn 2007: 15). There are well-
known examples of this in the past life stories of the Buddha, as when he offered up his own 
body as food for a starving tigress and her offspring.11 Along these lines, Buddhist interpreters 
find much to commend in Jesus’s sacrificial death and his freedom from hatred or anger toward 
his persecutors.

But even the most generous interpretations find it hard to see Jesus’s death as a true sign of 
realization. The pain and anguish that Jesus experiences contrasts with the equanimity of true 
wisdom. His witness to his own death has insufficient emphasis on the unreality of the body, 
human attachments, and the self. To be truly bodhisattva-like, it should not just be an illustra-
tion of the renunciation of self, but a window on the realization that Jesus knows there is none 
to begin with. The “sacrifice” is an apparent event, but from a Buddhist view, an enlightened 
Jesus would not be giving up anything as a human being, nor setting aside anything as divine, 
but realizing the nature of things. In this vein, Masao Abe reads the kenosis of Jesus as denoting 
something that is always and everywhere the case, a “single or nondual function of self-emptying 
or self-negation” (Abe 1990: 13).

Thich Nat Hanh appreciatively incorporated the crucified Jesus into his own meditation 
practice and found it a salutary image to “wake up” care for others’ suffering and to invite learn-
ing from one’s own. But he gently reported that it had a serious failing.

It does not convey joy or peace. . . . I hope that our Christian friends will also portray 
Jesus in other ways, like sitting in the lotus position or doing walking meditation. 
Doing so will allow us to feel peace and joy penetrating into our hearts when we 
contemplate Jesus.

(NH*ÂAT 1999: 46–47)

There is much for Christians to ponder here, regarding the predominance of the crucified Jesus 
over against the risen or the joyful human Jesus. Indeed, in many places Christians incorporate 
images of the sort recommended in this passage.12

The features that make the cross a deeply crippled heuristic from a Buddhist perspective—
its concern for worldly justice, its agitation and struggle, and ultimately the resurrection of 
the body/person—are essential to its meaning from a Christian one. What it lacks above all, 
in comparison with the characteristic bodhisattva image, is the capacity to sum up path and 
realization, sam․ sāra and nirvān․a, in one unbroken unity. There is an intrinsic, as well as a skill-
ful, need for more than one image, a kind of narrative imperative. It is the very wrongness of 
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Christ’s death that requires its penultimate character as a representation of salvation and makes 
it an event of historical singularity.

Traditional Christian ideas of atonement see the cross as a vicarious gift. Bodhisattvas offer 
up their bodies as part of their supreme realization of the unity of sam․ sāra and nirvān․a. Christ 
offers his life as a loving intervention in what Buddhists see as the conventional world, relating 
to the destiny of individuals and their relations with each other and with God. Ultimately, that 
intervention is an instrument to transform the state of creation (or what Buddhists would call 
sam․ sāra) itself.

Constructive Reflections

I want to end by suggesting two particular ways that the clarity and purity of Buddhist wisdom 
can instruct Christian theology, related specifically to this discussion of many bodhisattvas and 
one Christ. Bodhisattvas are numberless precisely because their realizations are undifferentiated. 
Jesus Christ is single precisely because the communion/salvation shared is varied in each case. 
With this in view, I believe that there is space in Christian theology and experience to recog-
nize the reality of nondual attainments, indeed to take instruction from the privileged Buddhist 
understanding of them.

Emptiness takes two forms in Buddhist bodhisattva teaching: no-self and Buddha nature. 
No-self is an analytical emptiness, the discovered absence of what we take to be present (an 
enduring, self-sustaining entity), which thus dispels the presumptions driving sam․ sāra. Buddha 
nature is the presence of what is unconditioned, the luminous nondual reality absent from our 
normal perception, whose direct awareness is nirvān․a. The two somewhat awkward Christian 
terms I would use to describe elements that overlap but are not synonymous with those two 
aspects of bodhisattva realization are creaturely no-self and awareness of divine immanence.13 
In these brief comments, I limit their application to the issue already raised: final bodhisattva 
attainment as the same for all who achieve it and Christ communion as differentiated for all 
who attain it.

I would argue that under Buddhist inspiration, Christians can recognize these terms as des-
ignating two respects in which it is true that the Christ realization is qualitatively identical in 
others as in Christ. Creaturely no-self—the content if not the term—is hardly a novel theo-
logical idea. Some Christian theologians have long maintained that to be a creature is to be, in 
terms of own-essence (the typical Buddhist sense of svabhāva existence), nothing. Karl Barth, for 
instance, said that humanity “without God is not; has neither being or existence” (Barth 2004: 
345). Buddhists and Christians have long seen common cause to be made between the teaching 
of no-self and the teaching of selfless love. Both undermine the egoistic self and its false, pro-
jected solidity that causes so much suffering. The practice of strategies and perfections from the 
bodhisattva path can be engaged appreciatively by Christians as part of this common struggle.

Having identified and valued the essentially critical function of no-self in deconstructing the 
attachments and ego of a false self, Christians often press quickly on to express their concern for 
the authenticity and positive reality of self-like persons, which they wish to defend or exempt 
from the Buddhist critique. What is lost in that movement is consideration of whether no-self 
has a positive side in its own right, not only a critical edge. To put it simply, there is a bless-
ing in dwelling in, in realizing this no-self emptiness itself. It is not only an ethical corrective, 
but an existential gift and relief, that we can access this pure momentariness and the lack of a 
substantive subject, whether in meditation or in the unreflective “flow” of activity or experi-
ence. To give but one concrete example, resilience in the face of pain is greatly aided both by 
diminishing the “superadded” suffering that comes from our tight hold on memory of our past 
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suffering self and our anxious anticipation of our future suffering self, and by the ability to dis-
aggregate our immediate experience of pain into its smallest forms of sensory phenomena. In 
this sense, creaturely no-self is not an obstacle between God and humans, but part of the gift of 
creatureliness itself.

This is not simply a matter of techniques that are repurposed in one faith practice after hav-
ing been torn from their legitimate context in another. Although its spheres of application may 
vary, it is precisely the meaning of no-self in its wider Buddhist context that I believe can be 
found valid on Christian terms. The no-self creaturely phenomenon, denoted by God’s explicit 
absence, is grounded in God. And that aspect of Christ’s death that Buddhists find it most con-
genial to affirm, the non-clinging to his own life, can be acknowledged by Christians to have a 
creaturely no-self basis that corresponds to Buddhist analysis.

Like creaturely no-self, immanence awareness refers to something well represented in Chris-
tian theological discussion. If creaturely no-self refers to the absence of self-existence that char-
acterizes creatures apart from God, immanence awareness refers to the divine presence that 
upholds each moment of creaturely existence. As Paul said, quoting from a Greek philosophical 
source, in God we “live and move and have our being.”14 This form of divine presence, true 
alike of molecules, minerals, mammals, and minds, is notable precisely for its nonpersonal charac-
ter. It is nondiscriminable in its identity with the existence of these things, and it is most decid-
edly not “nothing,” in the sense of an analytic subtraction. It is an “emptiness” of discernable 
otherness, and yet it has an intrinsic energetic quality or trajectory. Emptiness, as the positive 
bodhisattva attainment, is characterized in very similar terms. It is luminous, unconditioned, 
vast, pervading, undefiled—making possible specific manifestations but not defined by them.

Christian unitive mysticism, of the sort found in Meister Eckhart, Julian of Norwich, and 
Marguerite Porete, is the obvious form of immanence awareness to place beside such empti-
ness.15 Argument and sometimes persecution have swirled around Christian unitive mysticism 
because the idea of total identification with the divine raises theological flags about creation, 
God’s transcendence, the unique place of Jesus, and human hubris. But Christian mystics have 
rarely pressed this identification as a philosophical or theological absolute, or removed it from a 
larger relational framework. They have expressed their experience in terms of unity with Christ, 
for instance, and not exclusively as an unconditioned emptiness. But they have insisted on an 
intrinsic unconditioned and nondual dimension. Christian critics of such mysticism are mistaken 
when they suggest that experiences of nondual realization lie outside legitimate Christian spir-
ituality, though interpretation of those experiences in terms of a metaphysical monism lie outside 
the doctrinal consensus of the traditional churches. Our study of Buddhist-inspired reflections on 
the realization of creaturely no-self or of pure immanence awareness suggests that these realiza-
tions in their phenomenal character have no Christian cognitive markers because they have no 
markers at all. This does not make them less valid parts of Christian spiritual practice.

The special window on Christology opened by study of the bodhisattva gives a view of the 
way in which Christ, in the incarnation, embodies creaturely no-self and the immanence aware-
ness. This is the nonpersonal dimension of God’s relation with the world that comes closest to 
the Buddhist meaning of nonduality.16 These specific features of the incarnation are not usual 
topics for Christian reflection. Both creaturely no-self and immanent awareness are constant and 
unchanging conditions in all of creation. Christ’s embodiment of them is not unique, because 
their nature does not vary in expression. The realization of them is qualitatively the same in all 
who experience them, an empty oneness. This realization predates Jesus, attained by the Bud-
dha and others in the Buddha’s path. This is the dimension in which all beings are constantly 
united with God, without differentiation and without respect to sin. This is the way we can all 
be Christ, the closest parallel to the sense in which Buddhists understand we can all be Buddha.
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We saw that positive Buddhist interpretations of Jesus stress exactly this dimension of empti-
ness. They emphasize the way that Jesus’s giving up his life reflects the no-clinging of no-self 
or the way that his identification with God reflects realization of the unvarying unconditioned 
reality on the other side of the conventional world. But these two aspects of nonduality do not 
exhaust Christ’s meaning in Christian perspective. Jesus’s imperfections as a bodhisattva flow 
necessarily from the relational aspects of his incarnation and from the particular Christian form 
of nonduality, persons-in-communion. These are the things that trouble generous Buddhist 
interpreters of Jesus, especially in regard to the cross. For Christians, they are no less integral to 
the saving work and end of the incarnation than is the identity relation.

This theological interpretation is not an isolated, abstract, and theoretical one. It fits with 
concrete ways that direct cultivation of the no-self and immanence realizations in their own 
right can enrich the path of Christian practice. Christians benefit from the use of bodhisattva 
practices and teachings as specific antidotes to negative emotions and as correctives to the false 
substantiality of our projected selves. Christians will not hesitate to value them also for the 
benefits that can flow from them back into the samsaric world, to foster and deepen the rela-
tions in which Christianity invests its particular hopes, including the relations with neighbor 
and with God.

Far from a conclusion, these few comments are only one interim report, from one perspec-
tive, on a conversation that is rapidly growing richer and deeper. It will have served its purpose 
if it has invited the reader further into the conversation.

Notes
 1 I would like to express appreciation to Fordham University Press for permission to incorporate in por-

tions of this chapter material originally published in Heim, S. M. 2019. Crucified Wisdom: Theological 
Reflection on Christ and the Bodhisattva, New York, Fordham University Press.

 2 In this connection, see Palmer, M. & Wong, E. 2001. The Jesus Sutras: Rediscovering the Lost Scrolls of 
Taoist Christianity, New York, Ballantine. See also “Introduction,” in Heim, S. M. 2019. Crucified Wis-
dom: Theological Reflection on Christ and the Bodhisattva, New York, Fordham University Press.

 3 See the papers from a pioneering conference more than 30 years ago. Lopez, D. S. & Rockefeller, S. 
C. 1987. The Christ and the Bodhisattva, SUNY Series in Buddhist Studies, Albany, State University of 
New York Press.

 4 On the first count, see two recent works that bear directly on the Christ–bodhisattva relation. The first 
is the massive accomplishment of Perry Schmidt-Leukel. Though billed as a commentary, his book is 
no less than a thorough comparative exploration of the bodhisattva mind and the Christ mind. This 
includes, in Chapter Four, the best brief review of prior Christian theological reflection on bodhisat-
tvas. Schmidt-Leukel, P., Steinkellner, E., Peck-Kubaczek, C. & Śāntideva. 2019. Buddha Mind – Christ 
Mind: A Christian Commentary on the Bodhicaryāvatāra, Leuven, Peeters. The second work is the richly 
researched and suggestive study by Joseph S. O’Leary, O’Leary, J. S. 2018. Buddhist Nonduality, Paschal 
Paradox: A Christian Commentary on the Teaching of Vimalak*irti (Vimalak*irtinirde*sa), Leuven, Peeters. 
On the second count, regarding the conversation between systematic and comparative theologians, see 
Cornille, C. (ed.). 2021. Atonement and Comparative Theology: The Cross in Dialogue with Other Religions, 
New York, Fordham University Press.

 5 For a new translation, and a comparative commentary, see Schmidt-Leukel, P., Steinkellner, E., 
Peck-Kubaczek, C. & Śāntideva. 2019. Buddha Mind – Christ Mind: A Christian Commentary on the 
Bodhicaryāvatāra, Leuven, Peeters.

 6 For fuller exposition of these comparative points and others, see Heim, S. M. 2019. Crucified Wisdom: 
Theological Reflection on Christ and the Bodhisattva, New York, Fordham University Press.

 7 I draw here on Nagao, G. 1989. The Foundational Standpoint of Mādhyamika Philosophy, Albany, State 
University of New York Press.

 8 “He, indeed, assumed humanity that we might become God.” Athanasius and Penelope Lawson. 1998. On 
the Incarnation: The Treatise De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, Crestwood, NY, St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 93.

 9 This handbook is a superlative source for reference to and representatives of just such studies.
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 10 See, for instance, Makransky, J. J. 1997. Buddhahood Embodied: Sources of Controversy in India and Tibet, 
Albany, NY, State University of New York Press.

 11 See, for instance, Thurman, R. A. F. 1987. The Buddhist Messiahs: The Magnificent Deeds of the 
Bodhisattvas, in: Lopez, D. S. & Rockefeller, S. C. (eds.) The Christ and the Bodhisattva, Albany, State 
University of New York Press, 67.

 12 See, for instance, Sahi, J. 1986. Stepping Stones: Reflections on the Theology of Indian Christian Culture, 
Bangalore, Asian Trading Corp.

 13 Each of these is discussed at length in Chapters 4 and 5 in Heim, S. M. 2019. Crucified Wisdom: Theo-
logical Reflection on Christ and the Bodhisattva, New York, Fordham University Press.

 14 Acts 17:28.
 15 With particular reference to their relation with Buddhism, see Farley, W. 2011. Duality and Non-Dual-

ity in Christian Practice Reflections on the Benefits of Buddhist-Christian Dialogue for Constructive 
Theology, Buddhist-Christian Studies, 135–146; Farley, W. 2015. The Thirst of God: Contemplating God’s 
Love with Three Women Mystics, Louisville, KY, Westminster John Knox Press.

 16 For fuller explanation of the Trinitarian theology that lies behind this suggestion of “dimensions” in 
God’s relation with the world, see Heim, S. M. 2001. The Depth of the Riches: A Trinitarian Theology of 
Religious Ends, Grand Rapids, MI, W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co.
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Soga Ryōjin 414; view of Dharmākara bodhisattva 
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Innocent Man on Death Row (Masters) 348
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Theravāda Buddhism 407; alms and 169–170; 

contentment and 167–169; gold and silver 
170–172; homelessness and 162–164; 
interpretations of final nirvana 509–511; 
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Tư Đức  116, 118
Turner, Ike 339
Turner, Tina 338, 339
Two Truths doctrine 447
Tzu Chi 42

Udāna 511
Ueda, Shizuteru 392, 393, 394–395
Ueda, Yoshifumi 428
Ultimate Reality 463–464
ultimate truth 384
United Theological Seminary of the Twin 

Cities 312
Universe from Nothing: Why There Is Something 

Rather than Nothing, A (Krauss) 383
Upāya 484

Uray, Geza 92
Uttarananda, Hatigammana 143, 330

Vairocana Buddha 107, 155, 158, 302
Vajrayana Buddhism 35, 96, 205, 253, 338
Valignano, Alessandro 124
Van Bragt, Jan 503
van der Braak, André 34
Van․ Han․h 120
Van Schaik, Sam 95
Veilleux, Armand 184
Vélez de Cea, J. Abraham 12, 34
Vermander, Benoît 13
Vesely-Flad, Rima 347
via illuminativa 368
via purgativa 368
via unitiva 368
Vietnam 112–122; Buddhism in 113–114; 

Buddhist-Catholic relations in 117–122; 
Catholicism in 115–116; introduction to 
112; religions of, in context 112–113; see also 
Buddhist-Catholic relations in Vietnam

Vimalakīrti 79–80
Violent Lanka: The Day of Slaughter (Devananda) 140
vipassanā practices 263, 458
virtue, Buddhaghosa and 456
Visuddhimagga (Path of Purification) (Buddhaghosa) 

455, 456
Vitanage, Gunaseela 140
voicing as dialogue skill 62
“Voluntary Segregation: The Paradox, Promise, 

and Peril of People of Color Sanghas” (Yetunde 
and Giles) 345

von Balthasar, Hans Urs 109–110, 149, 181
von Bell, Adam Schall 130
von Harnack, Adolf 497

Wade, Breeshia 348
Waldenfels, Hans 502, 503, 504
Walker, Alice 338, 345–347, 348
Walsh, Dan 202
Walshe, Maurice 509
Walter, Mariko Namba 228
Wang, Jung-Chang 259
Ward, Larry 348
Way of All the Earth: Experiments in Truth and 

Religion, The (Dunne) 67
Weber, Max 394
Wedemeyer, Christian K. 353, 359
Wesley, Charles 82
Wesley, Frank 326
Wessels, Cornelius Nicolaas Petrus 103
Western Buddhism 2–3
White, Hayden 359
Whitehead, Alfred North 16, 277, 476–477
White Lotus movement 255
Why can’t I save myself? (de Silva) 139



Index

547

williams, angel Kyodo 337, 344
Williams, Paul 104
Willis, Jan 14, 337, 339–340, 341, 342, 344, 348
wisdom/insight, Buddhaghosa and 457–458
Wisdom of James, The: Parallels with Mahāyāna 

Buddhism (Keenan) 48–49
Without Buddha I Could Not Be a Christian 

(Knitter) 223, 327
Wittgenstein, Ludwig 390
Wolf, K. B. 167
Wolf, Notker 179–180
Womanist-Buddhist thought 345–347; Walker and 

338, 345–347; Yetunde and 345
work of Christ 71
World as Will and Representation (Schopenhauer) 2
worldly detachment and involvement 24–26
World Religions Paradigm 9
World Will Follow Joy: Turning Madness into Flowers, 

The (Walker) 346–347
Wright, Robert 216
Wu, James 259
Wumen Huikai 152

Xaver, Franz 300
Xavier, Francis 1, 105
Xavier, Francisco de 302
Xi Lian 255
Xiong Shiqi 126
Xu Changzhi 126
Xu Dashou 126, 128–130
Xuelang Hong’en 125
Xu Guangqi 125, 126

Yajirō 302
Yamada, Kōun 267–268
Yan, Xiaojing 325
Yandell, Keith 11, 28

Yang, C. K. 124
Yang Tingyun 125–126, 127, 128–130
Yang Wen-sha 257
Yarnall, Thomas Freeman 360
Yasutani, Hakuun 267
Yazdbozid (Chorepiscopus) 91
Yearly, Lee 38
“Yes, We’re Buddhists Too!” (Willis) 344–345
Yetunde, Pamela Ayo 14, 337, 340, 343,  

345, 347
Yiguandao 256
Yong, Amos 11
Yönten Pelzang 102, 107
Young, R. F. 135–136, 137, 254
Yuan, Linji 394
Yuan Keqin 152
Yuanwu 126
Yu Chunxi 126
Yuquan Shenxiu 148, 153

Zaehner, R. C. 181
Zen 393–394
Zen and the Birds of Appetite (Merton) 208
Zen Buddhism 262–270; background/

development/structure of 262–265; for 
Christians and Buddhists 267–269; introduction 
to 262; Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius and 
265–267

Zen meditation 263–264; fruits 264–265
Zen Peacemakers Order 338
Zhang, Liang 13
Zhiyi (Chinese Buddhist master) 50–51
Zhuangzi 47, 204
Zhuhong 126
Zigmund-Cerbu, Anton 244
zongjiao 253
Zürcher, Erik 124


	Cover
	Endorsements
	Half Title
	Series
	Title
	Copyright
	Contents
	List of Contributors
	From Mission to Intersectionality and Beyond: Four Centuries of Buddhist-Christian Encounter
	Part I Theory and Method
	1 The Variety of Methods in Buddhist-Christian Studies
	2 Buddhism and Christianity Through Fractal Eyes
	3 Buddhist-Christian Studies: a Proposal
	4 The Craft of Interfaith Curiosity
	5 Dialogue as Contemplative Practice: Buddhist Contributions to Interreligious Dialogue
	6 Serving Two Masters?: Possibilities and Opportunities of Double Belonging
	7 Meeting in Kenosis

	Part II Historical Encounters
	8 Christianity in Early Tibet: Shreds of Evidence
	9 Ippolito Desideri and Buddhist-Christian Dialogue
	10 From Competition to Collaboration: Four Hundred Years of Buddhist-Catholic Engagement in Vietnam, 1620–2020
	11 The Christian-Buddhist Encounter in Seventeenth-Century China
	12 Buddhist-Christian Relations in Colonial and Postcolonial Contexts: the Case Study of Sri Lanka
	13 Spiritualities Separated at Birth or Accidentally Related?: The “Spiritual Senses” Traditions in Eastern Orthodox Hesychasm and Chan and Zen Buddhism
	14 Poor, Yet Making Many Rich: Poverty as a Virtue in the Franciscan Christian and Theravada Buddhist Monastic Traditions

	Part III Contemporary Conversations
	15 Monastic Interreligious Dialogue and Its Contribution to the Buddhist-Christian Encounter
	16 A Comparison of Aquinas’s and Dōgen’s Views on Religious/Monastic Life
	17 Millennium World: Thomas Merton, Buddhism, and Monastic Futurism
	18 Constructive Catholic Theology in the Light of a Buddhist Imagination
	19 Heaven and Sukhāvatī: Martin Luther and Shinran Shonin on Death and What Follows
	20 Thich Nhat Hanh’s Buddhist-Christian Practical Theological Vision for Rebuilding Hope: Co-designing Practices for Communities that Teach and Embody Love 
	21 Buddhist-Christian Encounter and the Challenges of Multiple Religious Identity in Asia
	22 Zen Buddhism and the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius: Toward Mutual Learning and Enrichment

	Part IV Social Engagement, Pastoral Care, and the Challenge of Interreligious Education
	23 Interreligious Solidarity for an Ecological Civilization: A Catholic and Humanistic Buddhist Conversation
	24 Toward a Buddhist Theory of Social Justice: Thich Nhat Hanh, Martin Luther King Jr., and the Just Society
	25 Buddhist-Christian Dialogue and Interreligious Learning
	26 Herding Cows and Sheep: Giving Guidance in Buddhist and Christian Spiritual Formation
	27 Buddhist-Christian Dialogue in Art
	28 African American and Womanist-Buddhist Thought
	29 A Brief Critical Appraisal of the Buddhist Modernism Paradigm

	Part V Constructive Reflections
	30 A Tibetan Epektasis? Gregory of Nyssa’s Understanding of Spiritual Progress and the Gelug pa Teaching on the Four Buddha Bodies
	31 Aquinas and Dölpopa, Searching for Foundations
	32 Eckhart and Dōgen on Forgetting the Self: A Contemplative Studies Perspective
	33 Commensurable Saints? Buddhist-Christian Dialogue and Comparative Notions of Sanctity
	34 The Composite Union of Natures: A Study Comparing the Structures of Hypostatic Union in Chalcedonian Christology and of Dharmākara Bodhisattva in Shin Buddhism
	35 On Religious Engagement: Shinran and Heidegger’s Paul
	36 Creative Tensions in Buddhist and Christian Doctrine
	37 The Paths to Purification: Buddhaghosa and John of the Cross
	38 Irreversibility and Reciprocity in the Divine–Human Relationship
	39 “Being in Love”: Religious Conversion in Bernard Lonergan and the Lotus Sutra
	40 Buddhist-Christian Dialogue and the Kyoto School
	41 The Deaths of Buddha and Jesus
	42 Matchless on Their Way: Comparative Reflections on Christ and the Bodhisattva

	Index



